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1 Introduction	  
1.1 Problem	  area	  
When	   Christopher	   J.	   Elias,	   the	   former	   president	   of	   PATH,	   a	   U.S.-­‐based	   global	   health	   NGO,	  was	  
“asked	   to	   describe	   the	   single	   most	   important	   action	   that	   could	   dramatically	   improve	   global	  
health”,	  his	  answer	  was	  emphatic:	  “Empower	  women”	  (Sample,	  2007:21).	  USAID	  argue	  that	  only	  
“if	  we	  can	  erase	  these	  inequities	  –	  and	  put	  women	  on	  equal	  footing	  with	  men	  –	  we	  know	  that	  we	  
can	  unlock	  human	  potential	  on	  a	   transformational	  scale”.	  USAID	  adds	   that	  “just	  by	  empowering	  
women	   farmers	   with	   the	   same	   access	   to	   land,	   new	   technologies	   and	   capital	   as	   men,	   we	   can	  
increase	  crop	  yields	  by	  as	  much	  as	  30	  percent	  and	  feed	  an	  additional	  150	  million	  people”	  (USAID,	  
2014).	  
In	  relation	  to	  this,	  SIDA	  argues	  that	  promoting	  “women’s	  economic	  empowerment	  facilitates	  the	  
achievement	  of	  other	   important	  public	  policy	   goals	   such	  as	  economic	   growth,	   improved	  human	  
development,	   and	   reduced	   violence.”	   (2009:5).	   It	   follows	   that	   if	   by	  merely	   empowering	  women	  
economically	   can	   lead	   to	   such	   transformative	   effects,	   then	   the	   results	   of	   a	   holistic	   approach	   to	  
empowerment	  of	  women	  can	  only	  be	  imagined.	  This	  view	  is	  supported	  by	  USAID’s	  argument	  that	  
“gender	  equality	  and	  female	  empowerment	  are	  core	  development	  objectives,	  fundamental	  for	  the	  
realization	  of	  human	  rights	  and	  key	  to	  effective	  and	  sustainable	  development	  outcomes	  [and	  that]	  
no	  society	  can	  develop	  successfully	  without	  providing	  equitable	  opportunities,	  resources,	  and	  life	  
prospects	   for	  males	   and	   females	   so	   that	   they	   can	   shape	   their	  own	   lives	   and	   contribute	   to	   their	  
families	  and	  communities”	  (USAID,	  2012:1).	  	  	  
One	  might	  ask	  what	  these	  lists	  of	  reputable	  institutions	  and	  arguments	  on	  women	  empowerment	  
are	  about?	  Before	  we	  attempt	  to	  answer	  this	  question,	   it	   is	   important	  that	  we	  even	  point	  out	  in	  
the	  first	  place	  that	  the	  list	  cited	  here	  is	  not	  exhaustive.	  A	  large	  number	  of	  national,	  international,	  
multinational	   institutions	  and	  NGOs,	  activists,	  development	  practitioners,	  and	  scholars	  advocate,	  
finance	   and	   organise	   initiatives	   for	   women’s	   empowerment.	   The	   answer	   to	   the	   question	   is	  
embedded	   in	   the	   arguments	   already	   presented	   above	   –	   that	   empowering	   women	   has	  
comprehensive	   transformational	   effects	   on	   development	   and	   humanity	   in	   general	   –	   women	  
empowerment	   has	   positive	   implications	   on,	   among	   other	   things,	   world	   food	   security,	   global	  
health,	   poverty	   reduction,	   education,	   climate,	   environment,	   and	   overall	   sustainable,	   global	  
development.	  Therefore,	  it	  came	  as	  no	  surprise	  that	  “to	  promote	  gender	  equality	  and	  empowering	  
women”	   featured	   prominently	   as	   the	   third	   of	   the	   eight	   Millennium	   Development	   Goals	   of	   the	  
United	  Nations.	  
Sadly,	   despite	   the	   tremendous	   implication	  of	   the	   role	  of	  women	  on	  ensuring	   sustainable	   global	  
development	   and	   the	   high	   worldwide	   recognition	   of	   the	   same,	   “the	   reality	   [is]	   that	   women	  
comprise	   the	   majority	   of	   economically	   disadvantaged	   groups”	   (SIDA,	   2009:6),	   meanwhile,	   they	  
constitute	   more	   than	   half	   of	   the	   world’s	   population.	   It	   was	   against	   this	   background	   that	   the	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Bangladeshi	   economist,	   Muhammad	   Yunus,	   received	   high	   recognition	   when	   he	   in	   the	   1970’s	  
boldly	  declared	  that	  he	  had	  found	  the	  magic	  wand,	  namely	  microcredit,	  which	  is	  said	  to	  have	  the	  
capacity	   to	   help	   “end	   poverty	   on	   the	   planet	   once	   and	   for	   all”	   and	   that	   we	   will	   need	   to	   build	  
“national	  poverty	  museum[s]	  to	  display	  the	  horrors”	  of	  poverty	  for	  “future	  generations”	  to	  visit	  and	  
see	  what	  all	  this	  issue	  of	  poverty	  was	  about	  (Yunus,	  2007:223).	  	  	  
The	  claimed	  potentials	  of	  microcredit	  were	  highly	  convincing	  and	  its	  development	  implications	  on	  
women	  were	  double	  –	  it	  would	  not	  only	  empower	  them,	  but	  also	  help	  end	  poverty	  on	  the	  planet	  
once	   and	   for	   all.	   As	   a	   result,	   Yunus	   reputation	   soared	   high.	   He	   and	   his	   microcredit	   idea	   were	  
regaled	   with	   positive	   media	   images,	   heart-­‐warming	   individual	   stories,	   a	   steady	   stream	   of	  
documentaries	  and	  films,	  and	  received	  numerous	  high-­‐profile	  celebrity	  endorsements	  (Bill	  Clinton,	  
Bono,	   Jeffrey	   Sachs)	   –	   all	   testifying	   to	   microcredit’s	   positive	   impact	   on	   the	   poor	   and	   most	  
especially	   women.	   Subsequently,	   Yunus	   and	   the	   Grameen	   Bank	   (which	   he	   established	   in	   1983)	  
were	  awarded	  the	  United	  Nations’	  Nobel	  Peace	  Prize	  in	  2006,	  after	  the	  world	  body	  had	  declared	  
2005	  (the	  year	  before)	  as	  the	  “International	  Year	  of	  Microcredit”.	  	  
The	   Microcredit	   Summit	   Campaign	   Report	   for	   the	   year	   2000,	   “Empowering	   Women	   with	  
Microcredit”,	  reports	  on	  a	  1999	  tally	  of	  over	  1,000	  programs	  in	  which	  75	  percent	  of	  clients	  were	  
women	  (Microcredit	  Summit	  Campaign	  cited	   in	  Aghion	  and	  Morduch	  2005:179).	  Giving	  credit	   to	  
poor	   women	   is	   believed	   to	   have	   more	   trickledown	   effects	   than	   offering	   it	   to	   their	   male	  
counterparts.	   Thus,	   “lending	   to	  women	   creates	   a	   cascading	   effect	   that	   brings	   social	   benefits	   as	  
well	   as	   economic	   benefits	   to	   the	  whole	   family	   and	   ultimately	   to	   the	   entire	   community”	   (Yunus	  
2007:55).	  	  
However,	   in	   recent	   times	  some	  development	  practitioners	  and	  academic	  scholars	  are	  producing	  
evidence	   to	   the	   contrary	   that	  perhaps	   the	  world	  has	  been	   sold	  a	   lemon	  –	  microcredit	  does	  not	  
empower	  women	  and	  meaningfully	  improve	  the	  lives	  of	  the	  poor,	  as	  made	  to	  appear	  (Roodman	  &	  
Morduch,	  2014;	  Duvedack	  et	  al,	  2011;	  Karlan	  &	  Zinman,	  2011;	  Faraizi,	  Rahman	  &	  McAllister,	  2011;	  
Bateman,	  2011;	  Consa	  &	  Paprockia,	  2010;	  Karim,	  2011;	  Ditcher,	  2006).	  	  
Whilst	   some	   argue	   for	   instance	   that	   there	   is	   “no	   robust	   evidence	   of	   positive	   impacts	   [of	  
microcredit]	   on	   women’s	   status”	   (Duvedack	   et	   al,	   2011:3),	   others	   say	   it	   is	   not	   only	   that	  
“microcredit	  does	  not	   in	   fact	  empower	  women	  –	  rather,	   it	  might	  actually	  be	  a	  tool	   to	  subjugate	  
and	   discipline	   them”	   (See	   Bibars,	   2012	   review	   of	   Faraizi,	   Rahman	  &	  McAllister,	   2011).	   In	   some	  
quarters,	  the	  promotion	  of	  microcredit	  is	  tagged	  as	  “ersatz	  developmentalism”	  (Mader,	  2011:3).	  
Despite	   the	   recent	   criticism	   on	   microcredit,	   the	   number	   of	   microcredit	   organisations	   and	  
disbursements	  of	  microcredit	  continue	  to	  increase	  globally.	  It	  is	  within	  this	  context	  that	  we	  seek	  to	  
examine	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  the	  provision	  of	  microcredit	  really	  empowers	  women.	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1.2 Research	  question	  
To	  what	  extent	  does	  the	  provision	  of	  microcredit	  lead	  to	  the	  empowerment	  of	  women?	  	  
	  
1.3 Sub	  questions	  
• To	  what	   extent	   does	   the	   provision	   of	  microcredit	  materially	   translate	   into	   realization	   of	  
economic	  rise	  among	  women?	  
• To	  what	  extent	  does	  access	  to	  microcredit	  services	  make	  women	  better	  able	  to	  assert	  their	  
rights	  over	  decision-­‐making	  within	  the	  family	  and	  household?	  
• To	   what	   extent	   does	   the	   provision	   of	   microcredit	   services	   ensure	   reduction	   of	   gender	  
inequalities	  and	  disparities?	  	  
• To	  what	  extent	  does	  women’s	  access	  to	  microcredit	  services	  increase	  their	  participation	  in	  
the	  economic	  and	  political	  processes	  of	  the	  society?	  	  
• To	  what	  extent	  have	  CARE	  Denmark	  and	  WAWCAS	  International1	  been	  able	  to	  learn	  from	  
previous	  experiences	  and	  critical	  studies	  about	  microcredit?	  
	  
1.4 Reading	  guide	  
Our	   project	   is	   structured	   into	   6	   chapters:	   the	   first	   chapter	   will,	   as	   seen	   above,	   introduce	   the	  
objectives	   of	   our	   study.	   Furthermore,	   an	   introduction	   to	   the	   background	   of	   microcredit	   and	  
women	  empowerment	  as	  well	  as	  recent	  trends	  within	  microcredit	  will	  be	  given.	  The	  chapter	  ends	  
with	  a	  literature	  review,	  where	  arguments	  for	  and	  against	  microcredit	  are	  presented.	  The	  second	  
chapter	   presents	   our	   methodology.	   In	   this	   chapter,	   our	   research	   design,	   tools,	   techniques	   and	  
procedures	  for	  our	  data	  gathering	  and	  analysis	  are	  presented.	  It	  also	  provides	  a	  discussion	  of	  and	  
argumentations	   for	   the	  choice	  of	  methods	  applied	  to	  deliver	  a	   thorough	  answer	  to	  the	  problem	  
stated.	   In	   the	   third	  chapter,	   theories	  and	  concepts,	  which	   later	  will	  be	  employed	   in	   the	  analysis	  
and	   discussion,	   will	   be	   presented.	   The	   fourth	   and	   fifth	   chapters	   consist	   of	   our	   analysis	   and	  
discussion	  and	   in	   the	   final	  and	  sixth	  chapter,	  we	  conclude	   the	  work	  on	   the	  basis	  of	   the	   findings	  
made.	  
	  
1.5 History	  of	  microcredit	  –	  evolution	  	  	  
Microcredit	   is	  a	  development	  tool	  that	  was	  prominently	  brought	  to	  the	  world’s	  attention	   in	  mid	  
1970s,	   following	   Muhammad	   Yunus	   work	   in	   rural	   Bangladesh.	   In	   the	   midst	   of	   famine	   in	  
Bangladesh	   at	   this	   time,	   Yunus,	   a	   US-­‐	   trained	   economist,	   was	   devastated	   by	   how	   the	   abstract	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  WAWCAS	  International	  is	  the	  new	  name	  for	  ANIN-­‐Group,	  which	  we	  were	  informed	  about	  during	  our	  interview	  with	  Nina	  Schriver.	  Therefore,	  from	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theories	   of	   economics	   could	   not	   explain	   why	   many	   Bangladeshi	   citizens	   were	   starving	   (Yunus	  
2007:44).	   In	   the	   quest	   to	   find	   a	   practical	   solution,	   Yunus	   discovered	   that	   the	   poor,	   particularly	  
women	   in	  rural	  Bangladesh,	  despite	  having	  a	  range	  of	  skills,	  experienced	  financial	  constraints	   to	  
develop	   their	   businesses,	  which	   left	   them	   tied	   to	   a	   cycle	   of	   debt	  with	   local	   traders	   and	  money	  
lenders.	  Additionally,	   the	  existing	   institutional	   requirements	  happened	   to	  be	   in	  disfavour	  of	   the	  
local	  poor	  people.	  For	  instance,	  the	  requirement	  for	  collateral,	  as	  a	  necessity	  to	  access	  loans	  from	  
banks,	  discriminated	  against	  those	  who	  did	  not	  have	  any	  collateral	  (in	  this	  case	  the	  poor).	  Offering	  
these	  women	  small	  loans	  without	  any	  interest	  or	  collateral	  requirements	  therefore	  proved	  to	  be	  a	  
viable	  solution.	  From	  his	  own	  pocket,	  Yunus	  started	  by	  giving	  out	  small	  loans	  (equivalent	  to	  $27)	  
without	  any	  interest	  to	  poor	  women	  to	  support	  income	  generating	  activities	  among	  them	  (Yunus	  
2007:46).	  	  It	  is	  against	  this	  backdrop	  that	  the	  term	  microcredit	  was	  coined	  to	  refer	  to	  the	  practice	  
of	  delivering	  small,	  collateral-­‐free	  loans	  to	  the	  poor	  (who	  otherwise	  cannot	  get	  access	  to	  credit)	  to	  
assist	   them	   start	   on	   income	   generating	   projects,	   hence	   escape	   from	   poverty	   and	   sustain	   their	  
living	  (Stewart	  et	  al	  2010:11).	  	  
In	  the	  year	  1983,	  Muhammad	  Yunus	  founded	  the	  Grameen	  Bank,	  which	  he	  refers	  to	  as	  “a	  bank	  of	  
the	  poor”	  and	  	  	  which	  literally	  means	  the	  ‘village	  bank’	  (Yunus	  2007:49).	  This	  project	  was	  started	  in	  
order	  to	  facilitate	  the	  provision	  of	  microcredit	  to	  the	  poor,	  who	  were	  exempted	  from	  such	  services	  
in	   normal	   banks,	   owing	   to	   their	   lack	   of	   collateral.	   According	   to	   Yunus,	   the	   presence	   of	   such	  
institutional	  barriers,	  which	  have	  persisted	  from	  the	  past,	  fail	  to	  serve	  the	  needs	  of	  the	  poor	  but	  
rather	  treat	  them	  as	  non-­‐entities	  in	  the	  economic	  system.	  If	  the	  poor	  are	  to	  get	  a	  chance	  to	  help	  
themselves	  out	  of	  poverty,	  the	  starting	  point	  should	  be	  the	  removal	  of	  these	  barriers	  (ibid)	  as	  well	  
as	   education	   in	   the	   discipline	   of	   entrepreneurial	   economic	   participation,	   rather	   than	   providing	  
handouts,	  which	  supposedly	  undermine	  self-­‐sufficiency	  (Cons	  and	  Paprocki,	  2010:639).	  	  
Moreover,	   Yunus	   argues	   that	   providing	   credit	   to	   the	   poor	   also	   challenges	   the	   mainstream	  
economic	   assumption	   that	   the	   creation	   of	   employment	   is	   the	   ideal	   way	   of	   fighting	   poverty.	  
Conversely,	  he	  believes	  that	   the	  provision	  of	  credit	   to	  the	  poor	  can	  create	  self-­‐employment	  and	  
generate	   income	   for	   them	   (Yunus	   2007:54).	   The	   Grameen	   Bank	   was	   awarded	   (together	   with	  
Yunus)	  the	  Nobel	  Peace	  Prize	  in	  2006	  for	  its	  work	  with	  the	  poor,	  thus	  commended	  for	  its	  focus	  to	  
propagate	   social	   and	   economic	   development	   from	   ‘below’,	   mainly	   targeting	   the	   poor	   as	   the	  
untapped	   potential	   development	   players.	   Consequently,	   the	   bank’s	   microcredit	   branches	   have	  
extended	   throughout	   Bangladesh	   and	   have	   become	   a	   blueprint	   for	   microcredit,	   providing	  
consultation	  services	   to	  microcredit	   institutions	  both	   in	  Bangladesh	  and	  around	  the	  world	   (Cons	  
and	  Paprocki,	  2010:637).	   	  “As	  at	  2007,	  Grameen	  Bank	  was	  giving	  out	  loans	  to	  over	  seven	  million	  
poor	  people,	  97	  percent	  of	  whom	  are	  women,	   in	  78,000	  villages	   in	  Bangladesh	  (Yunus	  2007:51).	  
Contrary	  to	  the	  conventional	  claim	  that	  poor	  people	  are	  not	  creditworthy	  and	  might	  not	  be	  able	  to	  
repay	  loans,	  the	  repayment	  rate	  of	  Grameen’s	  poor	  borrowers	  as	  at	  2007	  was	  98.6%	  (Ibid).	  
In	   the	   literature,	   the	   terms	  microcredit	   and	  microfinance	   are	  usually	  used	   interchangeably.	   It	   is	  
however	   important	   to	   point	   out	   the	   difference	   between	   these	   two	   concepts	   here.	   Whereas	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microcredit	   involves	   the	   issuing	   out	   of	   small	   loans,	   microfinance	   is	   suitable	   where	   NGOs	   and	  
microfinance	  institutions	  supplement	  the	  loans	  with	  other	  financial	  services	  like	  savings,	  insurance	  
and	  pension	  services.	  	  
Microcredit	  is	  therefore	  a	  component	  of	  the	  wider	  microfinance	  concept	  (Okiocredit,	  2005	  cited	  in	  
Wrenn	  2005:1).	  We	  clarify	  that	  the	  focus	  of	  this	  paper	  mainly	  is	  on	  women’s	  access	  to	  credit	  and	  
whether	   such	  can	   lead	   to	  empowerment.	  Over	   the	  years,	  however,	   it	  has	  become	   important	   to	  
provide	  microcredit	  alongside	  some	  non-­‐financial	  services	  like	  financial	  literacy	  training	  and	  skills	  
development	  programs	  to	  boost	  results	  (Duvendack	  et	  al	  2011:2).	  	  
	  
1.6 Recent	  tendencies/developments	  
In	  recent	  times,	  with	  the	  increase	  of	  the	  number	  of	  organizations	  engaging	  in	  microcredit	  over	  the	  
years,	  there	  has	  been	  a	  serious	  drift	  in	  focus	  and	  meaning	  of	  microcredit	  away	  from	  the	  very	  initial	  
model	   initiated	   by	   Yunus	   in	   Bangladesh.	   The	   initial	   microcredit	   model	   (Grameen	   model)	   was	  
driven	  by	  pure	  development	  paradigms	  and	  did	  not	  have	  a	  profit	  maximizing	  agenda.	  	  This	  is	  not	  
to	  say	  that	  such	  a	  model	  did	  not	  aim	  at	  realizing	  profits	  in	  any	  way.	  In	  fact,	  Yunus	  states	  that	  “the	  
Grameen	   bank	   routinely	   makes	   a	   profit,	   just	   as	   any	   well	   managed	   bank	   should	   do”	   (Yunus	  
2007:51).	   Rather,	   there	   is	   a	   distinctive	   focus	  with	   the	  model	  with	   reference	   to	   how	   profits	   are	  
managed.	  The	  emphasis	  of	  the	  model	  is	  that	  any	  profit	  accrued	  from	  microcredit	  services	  should	  
be	  reinvested	  back	  in	  the	  organization	  rather	  than	  being	  passed	  to	  the	  investors.	  Furthermore,	  the	  
profit	   is	   purposed	   for	   improvements	   of	   services	   offered	   to	   the	   beneficiaries	   as	  well	   as	   creating	  
greater	  accessibility	  of	  microcredit	  to	  wider	  groups	  in	  society	  (Yunus	  2007:24).	  	  
The	   operation	   landscape	   of	   microcredit	   institutions	   has	   however	   transformed	   immensely.	  
Increasingly,	   microcredit	   has	   become	   highly	   commercialized	   with	   the	   profit	   aim	   of	   “optimizing	  
returns	   for	   stakeholders”	   on	   whose	   investments	   the	   schemes	   run.	   	   Yunus	   calls	   the	  
commercialization	   of	   microcredit	   as	   “an	   interesting,	   new,	   emerging	   area	   of	   business”	   (Yunus,	  
2008).	  The	  implications	  of	  this	  development	  on	  the	  sustainability	  of	  microcredit	  as	  a	  tool	  for	  global	  
poverty	   reduction	  are	  mixed.	   In	   some	  quarters	   it	   is	   argued	   that	   “[commercialization]	  opens	   the	  
way	  to	  greater	  access	  to	  funds,	  moving	  the	  source	  of	  capital	  for	  microfinance	  from	  the	  domain	  of	  
donors	  to	  that	  of	  the	  capital	  markets.	  It	  allows	  for	  increased	  outreach	  through	  additional	  funding,	  
enabling	   microfinance	   institutions	   to	   fulfil	   their	   mission	   –	   expressed	   as	   reaching	   the	   poor,	   or	  
providing	   access	   to	   financial	   services	   to	   those	   left	   out	   of	   the	   banking	   system”	   (MicroFinance	  
Network	   	   &	   ACCION	   International,	   2002:vii).	   However,	   others	   cite	   it	   as	   the	   cause	   of	   recent	  
unhealthy	  competitions	  among	  microcredit	  schemes’	  operators,	  charging	  usurious	  interests,	  little	  
evaluation	  of	  borrowers’	  ability	  to	  pay,	  no	  support	  for	  repayment,	  no	  requirement	  that	   loans	  be	  
used	  for	  income	  generation,	  and	  resort	  to	  abusive	  loan	  collection	  practices	  (Sample,	  2011:5;	  Yunus	  
2007:68).	  	  Microcredit	  in	  the	  view	  of	  recent	  events,	  according	  to	  Bateman	  (2011),	  “has	  become	  a	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global	  industry	  characterized	  by	  increased	  commercialization,	  private	  ownership	  and	  profit-­‐driven	  
incentives	  with	  market-­‐based	  interest	  rates.”	  (Bateman,	  2011:1).	  	  	  
1.7 Literature	  review	  
The	   case	   that	  microcredit	   empowers	  women	   is	  hotly	   contested.	  Whilst	   some	  group	  of	   scholars,	  
development	   practitioners	   and	   research	   findings	   make	   a	   favourable	   case	   for	   microcredit	   and	  
women	  empowerment,	   increasingly,	  there	   is	  growing	  volume	  of	  critical	  studies	  which	  refute	  this	  
claim.	   This	   section	   reviews	   some	   of	   such	   scholarly	   works	   and	   arguments	   on	   microcredit	   and	  
women	  empowerment.	  	  	  
At	  page	  3	  of	  Give	  Us	  Credit-­‐	  How	  access	  to	  Loans	  and	  Basic	  Social	  Services	  Can	  Enrich	  and	  Empower	  
People,	   UNICEF	   testifies	   that:	   “Microcredit	   also	   empowers	   women,	   by	   enabling	   them	   to	   make	  
economic	  decisions	  and	  become	  the	  source	  of	   increased	  household	   income	  [which	   in	  turn	  come	  
with]	   significant	   improvements	   in	   children’s	   survival	   rates,	   health,	   nutrition	   and	   development”	  
(UNICEF,	  1997:3).	  Yunus,	  the	  originator	  of	  microcredit,	  argues	  that	  97%	  of	  all	  borrowers	  who	  are	  
also	   the	   owners	   of	   Grameen	   Bank	   are	  women	   and	   the	  word	   “women”	   appears	   93	   times	   in	   his	  
book	   Creating	   a	   World	   Without	   Poverty,	   underscoring	   the	   point	   that	   women	   are	   central	   to	  
microcredit	   (Yunus,	  2007).	  Hermes	  and	   Lensik	   argue	   that	  84%	  of	   all	   beneficiaries	  of	  microcredit	  
services	  are	  women	  (Hermes	  and	  Lensik,	  2007:1).	  
According	   to	  Mayoux	   (2003),	   “the	   available	   evidence	   does	   point	   to	   a	   considerable	   potential	   of	  
[microcredit]	   for	   empowerment,	   one	   way	   or	   another:	   women’s	   demand	   for	   credit	   and	   savings	  
facilities	  is	  high;	  savings	  propensity	  as	  well	  as	  the	  loan	  repayment	  rates	  equal	  or	  exceed	  those	  of	  
men;	  many	  women,	   particularly	   in	   programmes	   targeting	  women	   entrepreneurs,	   decide	   on	   the	  
loan	  use	   and	   invest	   in	   income-­‐earning	   activities;	   some	  are	   able	   over	   a	   cycle	   of	   several	   loans	   to	  
increase	  incomes	  which	  they	  themselves	  control”	  (Mayoux,	  2003:12).	  “Even	  where	  women	  do	  not	  
directly	  control	  incomes”	  Mayoux	  argues	  that	  “perceptions	  of	  their	  contribution	  to	  the	  household	  
have	   changed.	   Increased	   confidence	   through	   interaction	   with	   program	   staff	   and	   groups	   has	  
improved	  their	  role	  in	  decision	  making	  within	  the	  household.”	  (Ibid).	  	  	  	  
Some	   programmes	   with	   an	   explicit	   feminist	   empowerment	   focus	   on	   gender	   awareness	   and	  
organisation	  have	  also	  effectively	  supported	  women’s	   [microcredit]	  groups	  to	  challenge	  unequal	  
property	  rights,	  domestic	  violence,	  alcoholism	  and	  dowry	  demands”	  (Ibid).	  	  
Microcredit	  per	  Results	  (1997)	  does	  not	  just	  avail	  credit	  opportunity	  to	  women	  but	  “also	  initiate	  a	  
'virtuous	  upward	   spiral'	   of	   empowerment”	   (Results,	   1997	   cited	   in	  Mayoux,	   2003:3).	  Microcredit	  
thus,	   proponents	   argue,	   provides	   economic	   empowerment	   as	   a	   “platform”	   to	   facilitate	   other	  
forms	  of	  empowerment	  like	  social	  and	  political	  empowerment	  (Centre	  for	  Economic	  and	  Business	  
Research,	  2008).	  For	  instance	  Aghion	  and	  Morduch	  (2005)	  argue	  that	  provision	  of	  microcredit	  will	  
increase	   labour	  market	  as	  well	  as	  home-­‐based	  production	  opportunities	   for	  women	  and	   lead	   to	  
enhanced	  skill	  acquisition	  by	  women	  and	  an	   increased	  savings,	  which	   in	  turn	  reduces	  household	  
vulnerability	  to	  income	  shocks.	  Proponents	  argue	  that	  when	  women	  experience	  increase	  in	  access	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and	   control	   of	   resources	   it	   results	   in	   improvements	   in	   gender	   equality,	   addresses	   children’s	  
healthcare	  and	  education	  problems,	  feeling	  of	  greater	  control	  over	  household	  economic	  decisions,	  
which	   often	   are	   driven	   by	   inequalities,	   bargaining,	   and	   conflict	   (DANIDA,	   2011;	   Aghion	   and	  
Morduch,	  2005).	  
Even	   studies	   that	   are	   agnostic	   of	   the	   potentials	   of	   microcredit	   do	   not	   deny	   its	   empowerment	  
potentials	   (See	  Stewart	  et	  al,	  2010;	  Karnani,	  2008;	  Ditcher,	  2006).	   For	   instance,	  whilst	  emphatic	  
that	  “microcredit	  has	  not	  had	  a	  significant	   impact	  on	  alleviating	  poverty”,	  Karnani	  concedes	  that	  
“women	  who	  account	  for	  the	  bulk	  of	  clients	  of	  microcredit,	  have	  benefited	  in	  terms	  of	  increased	  
self-­‐esteem	  and	  empowerment”	  (Karnani,	  2008:27).	  	  	  	  
Although	   the	   studies	   reviewed	   so	   far	   establish	   a	   favourable	   claim	   for	   microcredit	   and	   women	  
empowerment,	  as	  observed	  earlier,	  day	  by	  day,	  there	  are	  also	  growing	  volumes	  of	  literature	  and	  
research	  studies	  which	  question	   the	  plausibility	  of	   the	  claim	  that	  microcredit	  empowers	  women	  
(Karlan	  &	  Zinman,	  2011;	  Bateman,	  2011;	  Consa	  &	  Paprockia,	  2010;	  Karim,	  2011;	  Ditcher,	  2006).	  	  
Duvendack	  et	  al	  argue	  that	  there	   is	  “no	  robust	  evidence	  of	  positive	   impacts	  on	  women’s	  status”	  
(Duvedack	   et	   al,	   2011:3).	   Consa	   &	   Paprocki,	   (2010)	   argue	   that	   “the	   introduction	   of	   loans	   into	  
women’s	   lives	  does	  not,	   in	  and	  of	   itself,	   lead	   to	  more	  household	  bargaining	  power	  or	   scope	   for	  
financial	  decision	  making”	  (Consa	  &	  Paprocki,	  2010:647),	  dismissing	  microcredit	  proponents’	  claim	  
that	  access	  to	  credit	  gives	  women	  greater	  feeling	  of	  control	  over	  household	  economic	  decisions.	  
Again,	  the	  large	  numbers	  of	  women	  patronizing	  microcredit,	  critics	  argue,	  must	  be	  examined	  with	  
care	   because	   the	   practice	   is	   that	   mostly	   women	   are	   “pressured”	   into	   taking	   loans	   by	   their	  
husbands,	  or	  other	  male	  household	  members.	  In	  this	  regard,	  “women	  become	  conduits	  for,	  rather	  
than	  controllers	  of	  credit”	  (Ibid).	  
Proponents	   of	  microcredit	   are	   fond	  of	   citing	  high	   repayment	   rates	   in	   justification	  of	   their	   claim	  
that	   the	   poor	   are	   creditworthy	   (see	   Yunus,	   2007).	   However,	   the	   lived	   experiences	   show	   that	  
microcredit	   institutions	   penchant	   to	   show	   high	   rates	   of	   repayment	   makes	   them	   inflexible	   and	  
abusive,	   thereby	  forcing	  their	  women	  clients	   to	  do	  multiple	  borrowing	  (from	  two	  or	  more	  other	  
microcredit	  institutions),	  starve	  their	  families,	  deny	  their	  children’s	  educational	  needs	  in	  order	  to	  
meet	  harsh	  “repayment	  schedules”.	   	  The	   resultant	  effect	  Consa	  &	  Paprocki	   (2010)	  argue,	   is	   that	  
rather	  than	  empowering	  women,	  microcredit	  tends	  to	  throw	  them	  into	  deepened	  “cycles	  of	  debt	  
and	  dependency,	  new	   forms	  of	  exploitation,	  misery	  and	   control”	   (Consa	  &	  Paprocki,	   2010:	  642,	  
643	  &	  644).	  
Some	  scholars	   take	  a	  more	  radical	  and	  dismissive	  view	  of	  microcredit	  arguing	   that,	  “microcredit	  
does	  not	  in	  fact	  empower	  women	  –	  rather,	  it	  might	  actually	  be	  a	  tool	  to	  subjugate	  and	  discipline	  
them”	   (See	   Bibars,	   2012	   review	   of	   Faraizi,	   Rahman	   &	   McAllister,	   2011).	   Faraizi,	   Rahman	   &	  
McAllister,	   (2011)	   argue	   that,	   the	   much	   touted	   “dynamics	   of	   collective	   responsibility	   for	  
repayment	   of	   loans	   by	   a	   group	  of	  women	  borrowers	   [inherent	   in	  microcredit]	   is	   in	   fact	   no	   less	  
repressive	   than	   traditional	   debt	   collectors”.	   In	   effect,	   microcredit	   schemes	   actually	   adopt,	   and	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sustain	  practices	  of	  moneylenders	   thereby	  perpetuating	   the	  hardships	   these	   “loan	  sharks”	  bring	  
onto	   poor	  women	  –	   the	   very	   problem	  microcredit	   schemes	   seek	   to	   oust	   from	   the	   situations	   of	  
women.	  	  
Indeed,	   there	   are	   even	   some	   reports	   that	   indicate	   that	   not	   only	   did	   microcredit	   not	   lead	   to	  
empowerment,	  but	  also	  it	  made	  some	  women	  beneficiaries	  to	  become	  so	  much	  indebted	  that	  to	  
avoid	   further	  shame,	   they	  committed	  suicide.	  Larry	  Reeds	  State	  of	   the	  Campaign	  Report	   (2011),	  
New	  York	  Times	  and	  other	  media	  reports	  in	  2011,	  claimed	  that	  54	  women	  (including	  Zaheera)	  in	  
Andhra	   Pradesh	   “committed	   suicide	   [in	   2009]	   because	   of	   unsavoury	   and	   threatening	   collection	  
practices	  of	  microlenders”	  (Sample,	  2011:14).	  	  	  
A	   case	   is	   also	   made	   that	   studies	   proving	   the	   impact	   potentials	   of	   microcredit	   do	   not	   employ	  
rigorous	  systematic	  methodologies	  and	  that	  the	  purported	  positive	  impacts	  of	  microcredit	  varnish	  
in	  some	  cases	  altogether	  and	  in	  others	  pale	  into	  insignificance	  when	  the	  data	  and	  information	  are	  
replicated	   and	   reanalysed	   in	   a	   more	   rigorous	   manner	   (Roodman	   &	   Morduch,	   2014;	   Bateman,	  
2011;	  Karlan	  &	  Zinman,	  2011	  Stewart	  et	  al,	  2010).	  Such	  studies	  critics	  argue	  employ	  “anecdot[al]	  
and	  other	  inspiring	  stories”	  (Duvedack	  et	  al,	  2011:2).	  
Mayoux	  (2003)	  questions	  the	  claim	  that	  women’s	  participation	  in	  microcredit	  schemes	  can	  lead	  to	  
social	  and	  political	  empowerment.	  She	  argues	  that	  microcredit	  “programmes	  may	  contribute	  little	  
to	  social	  and	  political	  empowerment,	  for	  example	  if	  group	  meetings	  fail	  to	  address	  gender	  issues	  
or	   if	   group	   repayment	   pressures	   increase	   tensions	   between	   women	   and/or	   exclude	   more	  
disadvantaged	   women	   from	   important	   networks”	   [and	   that]	   “time	   spent	   in	   savings	   and	   credit	  
meetings	  automatically	  decrease	  women’s	   time	   for	  other	   social	   and	  political	   activities	   (Mayoux,	  
2003:15).	  
From	  the	  literature,	  there	  is	  clearly	  an	  unsettled	  disputation	  about	  the	  potency	  of	  microcredit	   in	  
relation	   to	   women	   empowerment.	   Whilst	   the	   pro-­‐microcredit	   literature/scholars	   argue	   for	   an	  
established	  potential	  of	  microcredit	  festering	  empowerment,	  critics	  argue	  that	  the	  empowerment	  
credit	  associated	  with	  microcredit	  has	   its	  basis	  grounded	   in	  questionable	  evidence	  –	  at	  best	   the	  
evidence	  can	  only	  be	  anecdotal.	  	  	  
However,	  a	  crucial	  inadequacy	  in	  the	  critical	  literature	  is	  the	  failure	  to	  make	  (express)	  distinction	  
between	   profit	   maximization	   oriented	   microcredit	   schemes	   and	   non-­‐profit	   ones.	   As	   argued	   by	  
Yunus,	   it	   is	   important	   that	   “we	   classify	   microcredit	   programs	   according	   to	   clear,	   consistent	  
categories”	   (Yunus,	   2007:68),	   especially	   in	   assessing	   their	   empowerment	   potentials	   because,	   as	  
observed	   in	   Sample	   (2011),	   the	   current	   criticisms,	   excesses	   and	   challenges	   facing	   microcredit	  
worldwide	  are	  primarily	  a	  result	  of	  the	  inundation	  of	  the	  microcredit	  movement	  by	  “many	  profit-­‐
maximizing	  lenders”	  (see	  also	  Bateman,	  2011	  &	  Yunus,	  2007).	  The	  pressure	  to	  make	  profit	  for	  their	  
shareholders	  lead	  them	  to	  engage	  in	  (unhealthy)	  competitions,	  charge	  usurious	  interests,	  do	  little	  
evaluation	  of	  a	  borrower’s	  ability	  to	  pay,	  design	  no	  support	  for	  repayment	  and	  requirements	  for	  
loans	  to	  be	  used	  for	  income	  generation,	  and	  resort	  to	  abusive	  loan	  collection	  practices	  (Ibid).	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Clearly,	   the	   focus	   (profit	   or	   non-­‐profit	  motive)	   of	  microcredit	   schemes	   can	   substantially	   impact	  
their	  modus	  operandi	  and	  ability	  to	  focus	  or	  factor	  empowerment	  in	  their	  operations.	  However,	  as	  
noted	  earlier,	  most	  (critical)	  studies	  on	  microcredit	  do	  not	  make	  this	  crucial	  distinction	  but	  bundle	  
these	  dissimilar	  microcredit	   schemes	  with	  varying	  programs	   together,	  despite	   their	   variations	   in	  
mission	  and	  features,	  and	  paint	  them	  with	  the	  same	  brush.	  	  
The	  current	  state	  of	  literature	  on	  microcredit	  and	  women	  empowerment	  throws	  the	  debate	  into	  
further	   disputation	   –	   poses	   new	   issues	   for	   further	   deliberations.	   As	   the	   discussion	   has	   shown,	  
much	  of	   the	  data/studies	  on	  microcredit’s	   impact	   (critics	   argue)	   remain	  partial,	   some	  anecdotal	  
and	   others	   with	   methodological	   flaws,	   making	   it	   very	   difficult	   to	   defend	   firm	   and	   overarching	  
generalizations	   about	   its	   impact	   on	   women	   empowerment.	   However,	   whereas	   it	   may	   not	   be	  
entirely	   accurate,	   the	   generalization	   that	   microcredit	   does	   cause	   empowerment	   in	   fact,	   the	  
evidence	   against	   its	   potentials	   to	   cause	   empowerment	   is	   also	   inconclusive	   (see	   for	   instance	  
Mayoux,	  2003:15;	  Bateman,	  2011:2;	  Duvendack,	  2011:2).	  	  
Accordingly,	   if	   the	   overall	   evidence	   is	   too	   poor	   to	   prove	   in	   general	   that	  microcredit	   empowers	  
women,	  then	  it	  is	  also	  too	  poor	  to	  assert	  in	  general	  that	  it	  does	  not.	  Thus,	  none	  of	  the	  competing	  
claims	   are	   conclusively	   persuasive	   to	   inform	   the	   course	   of	   development	   relative	   to	   the	   use	   of	  
microcredit	   as	   a	   tool	   for	   women	   empowerment	   and	   poverty	   alleviation,	   making	   the	   need	   for	  
further	   studies	   imperative.	   It	   is	   on	   this	   basis	   that	   we	   purpose	   to	   examine	   the	   extent	   to	   which	  
microcredit	  empowers	  women.	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2 Methodology	  
This	  chapter	  contains	  a	  presentation	  of	  our	  research	  design,	  tools,	  techniques	  and	  procedures	  for	  
our	   data	   gathering	   and	   analysis	   and	   also	   provides	   a	   discussion	   of	   and	   argumentations	   for	   the	  
choice	  of	  methods	  applied	  to	  deliver	  a	  thorough	  answer	  to	  the	  problem	  stated.	  	  
2.1 Research	  design	  
The	  ultimate	  aim	  of	  this	  study	  is	  to	  examine	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  the	  provision	  of	  microcredit	  leads	  
to	  women’s	   empowerment.	  We	   seek	   to	   deliver	   answer	   to	   our	   research	   question	   in	   the	   light	   of	  
feminist	  theory.	  To	  arrive	  at	  a	  reliable	  conclusion,	  we	  use	  iterative	  approach.	  Instead	  of	  deductive	  
approach,	  which	  takes	  its	  point	  of	  departure	  from	  theory,	  and	  induction,	  which	  takes	  its	  starting	  
point	   from	   findings,	   iteration	   allows	   us	   to	   move	   back	   and	   forth	   between	   theory	   and	   findings	  
(Bryman,	  2008	  cited	   in	  Meisner-­‐Jensen,	  2011:17).	  Furthermore,	   iterative	  approach	  allows	  us	   the	  
freedom	  to	  discuss	  upcoming	  findings	  along	  the	  way	  in	  the	  process	  of	  writing.	  	  
	  
2.2 Figure	  1:	  Iterative	  Research	  Approach	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	   	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2.3 Data	  collection	  	  
We	  relied	  on	  two	  sources	  of	  data	  for	  this	  study:	  primary	  and	  secondary	  data.	  The	  primary	  data	  was	  
elicited	   from	   interviews	  with	   representatives	  of	  CARE	  Denmark	  and	  WAWCAS	   International.	  We	  
teased	   out	   the	   thematic	   issues,	   especially	   the	   critical	   views	   on	   microcredit	   and	   women’s	  
empowerment,	   and	   put	   them	   to	   our	   interlocutors.	   The	   idea	   was	   to	   examine	   microcredit	  
practitioners’	   awareness	   of	   the	   contemporary	   scholarly	   debate	   on	   microcredit	   and	   women’s	  
empowerment	  and	  also	   to	  what	  extent	   they	  are	   incorporating	   the	   rising	   critical	   academic	   study	  
reports	  about	  microcredit	  into	  their	  schemes	  and	  field	  operations.	  	  
Analysis	  
	  Conclusion	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Theory	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On	  the	  secondary	  data,	  we	  did	   internet	   research	  on	  existing	  empirical	   studies	   in	  order	   to	   locate	  
and	   access	   bibliographic	  materials	   available	   online,	   such	   as	   journals,	   newspaper	   articles,	   official	  
documents,	   library	   databases	   and	   so	   on.	  We	  engaged	   in	   an	   explorative	   data	   collection	   strategy	  
followed	  by	  an	  extensive	  snowball	   sampling	  strategy	   to	  guide	  us	   to	   the	  most	  cited	  and	  debated	  
writings	  on	  the	  different	  elements	  of	  our	  research	  problem.	  This	  provided	  us	  with	  a	  relevant	  and	  
broad	   perspective	   on	   microcredit	   and	   women’s	   empowerment	   as	   well	   as	   contemporary	  
argumentations	  on	  the	  subject.	  The	  techniques	  and	  procedures	  we	  made	  use	  of	  in	  our	  online	  data	  
collection	   (discussed	   below)	   are	   e.g.	   document	   analysis	   of	   static	   online	   documents,	  which	   have	  
been	  placed	  on	  the	  internet	  for	  the	  purpose	  of	  dissemination.	  	  
Whilst	  drawing	  a	  lot	  from	  the	  works	  and	  views	  of	  Muhammad	  Yunus,	  the	  originator	  of	  microcredit,	  
we	  did	   so	  only	   to	   the	  extent	  of	  having	  a	  grounded	  orthodox	  perspective	  about	  microcredit	   and	  
women’s	  empowerment.	  However,	  we	  equally	  incorporate	  a	  lot	  of	  contemporary	  works	  done	  on	  
microcredit	  including	  critical	  works	  like	  Rajput,	  (2003)	  Parthasathy,	  (2012),	  Roodman	  &	  Morduch,	  
(2014),	   Faraizi,	   Rahman	   &	  McAllister,	   (2011),	   Karlan	   &	   Zinman,	   (2011)	   and	   Consa	   &	   Paprockia,	  
(2010).	  
	  
2.4 Advantages	  and	  pitfalls	  
Some	  of	  the	  advantages	  of	  collecting	  data	  through	  internet	  inquiry	  or	  secondary	  internet	  research	  
are	  that	  it	  is	  cost-­‐effective	  and	  provide	  access	  to	  large	  volumes	  of	  data	  (Hewson	  &	  Laurant,	  2008).	  
This,	  however,	  is	  also	  related	  to	  one	  of	  the	  most	  common	  pitfalls	  of	  using	  this	  method,	  as	  the	  vast	  
volumes	  of	  data	  requires	  a	  thorough	  verification	  and	  authentication	  of	  source	  information	  in	  order	  
to	  uphold	  the	  credibility	  and	  reliability	  of	  the	  research	  (Ibid).	  We	  sought	  to	  reduce	  (it	  may	  not	  be	  
possible	  to	  entirely	  eliminate)	  this	  problem	  of	  credibility	  of	   information	  by	  relying	  extensively	  on	  
arguments	   and	   data	   from	   peer-­‐reviewed	   journals,	   reputable	   NGOs,	   state	   institutions	   (DANIDA,	  
USAID,	  SIDA,	  DFID)	  and	  international	  organisations	  such	  as	  UNICEF.	  Another	  pitfall	  is	  the	  updating	  
or	  entire	  changeability	  of	  the	  internet	  information	  which	  challenges	  the	  long-­‐term	  access	  to	  same	  
data.	  This	  requires	  frequent	  checking	  of	  the	   links	  used	   in	  the	  collection	  of	  data	  and	  making	  sure	  
that	  hard	  copies	  of	  the	  data	  is	  available	  for	  scrutiny	  (Ibid).	  To	  ensure	  this	  problem	  of	  changeability	  
of	   information,	  we	   have	   appropriately	   referenced	   all	   information	   cited	   in	   this	   report	   by	   stating	  
clearly	   the	   year	   of	   publication	   and	   where	   necessary	   the	   specific	   pages	   that	   contain	   that	  
information	  and	  the	  dates	  we	  sourced	  them.	  	  
In	   respect	   of	   our	   use	   of	   interview	   as	   a	   tool	   for	   data	   collection,	   as	   noted	   by	   Kvale	   et	   al	   (2009),	  
interview	   helps	   the	   researcher	   to	   elicit	   “continually	   new	   insights	   into	   the	   subjects	   lived	   world	  
[experience]”	  (Kvale	  et	  al,	  2009:123).	  Thus	   interview	  helps	  to	  gather	  rich,	  deep	  and	  original	  data	  
on	  the	  subject	  under	  investigation.	  	  
Given	  the	  focus	  of	  our	  study,	  which	  sought	  to	  examine	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  microcredit	  empowers	  
women,	  in	  the	  context	  of	  increasing	  critical	  views	  on	  the	  subject,	  it	  was	  necessary	  that	  we	  situate	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our	   study	   within	   the	   field/practical	   experiences	   of	   microcredit	   practitioners	   on	   how	   the	  
microcredit	   tool	   box	   is	   being	   used,	   updated	   and	  modified	   on	   the	   field,	   in	   consideration	   of	   the	  
widely	   politicised	   issues	   like	   how	  microcredit	   does	   (or	   not)	   enhance	   women’s	   decision	   making	  
within	   the	   family	   and	   the	   household,	   address	   gender	   inequalities	   and	   disparities	   and	   women’s	  
participation	  in	  the	  economic	  and	  political	  processes	  of	  the	  society.	  	  	  
The	  use	  of	  interviews	  afford	  researchers	  in-­‐depth,	  rich	  and	  on	  the	  field	  practical	  information	  and	  
discourses.	   It	   is	  due	   to	   these	  associated	  benefits	  of	   interviewing	   that	  we	   stood	   to	   irredeemably	  
deny	  our	  study	  of	  had	  we	  resorted	   to	  quantitative	   tools	   like	   running	   regressions	  on	   the	  existing	  
data	   to	   ascertain	   statistical	   significance	   and	   correlations.	   Accordingly,	   we	   justify	   our	   use	   of	  
qualitative	   tools	   (interviews	   and	   content/document	   analysis	   discussed	   below)	   on	   grounds	   of	  
appositeness	  and	  relevance.	  	  
However,	   whilst	   appreciating	   that	   our	   interlocutors	   from	   CARE	   Denmark	   and	   WAWCAS	  
International	   were	   highly	   honest,	   we	   find	   it	   necessary	   to	   state	   that	   we	   could	   not	   have	   the	  
opportunity	   to	   independently	   verify	   all	   the	   claims	   they	   made	   in	   our	   interviews	   with	   them	  
(especially	  those	  pertaining	  to	  their	  projects	  on	  the	  field).	  	  
	  
2.5 Empirical	  data	  
	  
2.5.1 Analysis  of  documents  
In	   order	   to	   gain	   insight	   into	   the	   historical,	   orthodox	   and	   contemporary,	   as	   well	   as	   other	  
dimensions	  of	  our	  research	  focus,	  we	  used	  qualitative	  method	  of	  document	  analysis.	  In	  doing	  so,	  
we	   focused	   on	   the	   content	   of	   the	   documents	   and	   the	   way	   they	   communicate	   their	   focus	   or	  
standpoint	  and	  this	  constituted	  the	  chunk	  part	  of	  our	  literature	  review.	  
As	  noted	  by	  Prior	  (2008),	  “each	  and	  every	  document	  enters	  into	  human	  activity	  in	  a	  dual	  relation.	  
First,	   documents	   enter	   the	   social	   field	   as	   receptacles	   (of	   instructions,	   obligations,	   contracts,	  
wishes,	   reports,	   etc.).	   Second,	   they	   enter	   the	   field	   as	   agents	   in	   their	   own	   right,	   and	   as	   agents	  
documents	   have	   effects	   long	   after	   their	   human	   creators	   are	   dead	   and	   buried	   (e.g.,	   wills,	  
testaments)”	  (Prior,	  2008:231).	  Furthermore,	  documents	  are	  subject	  to	  manipulation	  by	  others	  i.e.	  
in	  the	  form	  of	  alliances,	  resources	  for	  further	  action	  or	  opponents.	  	  This	  required	  us	  to	  analyse	  the	  
different	  scholarly	  views	  in	  the	  light	  of	  the	  opposing	  views,	  within	  the	  scholarly	  debate.	  	  
	  
2.5.2 Content  analysis   
Content	   analysis	   is	   the	   “process	   of	   categorizing	   qualitative	   textual	   data	   into	   clusters	   of	   similar	  
entities,	   or	   conceptual	   categories,	   to	   identify	   consistent	   patterns	   and	   relationships	   between	  
variables	  or	  themes”	  (Julien,	  2008:121	  cited	  in	  Ibid).	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In	  document	  analysis,	  the	  analysis	  of	  content	  is	  a	  way	  to	  reduce	  data	  and	  to	  make	  sense	  of	  it	  and	  
we	  did	  so	  having	  at	  the	  back	  of	  our	  minds	  that	  texts	  are	  always	  open	  to	  subjective	  interpretation	  
and	  also	  that	  they	  reflect	  multiple	  meanings	  and	  could	  indeed	  be	  context	  dependent,	  thus	  being	  
part	  of	  a	  larger	  discourse.	  
As	  with	  all	  research	  methods,	  validity	  and	  reliability	  are	  key	  concerns	  when	  doing	  content	  analysis.	  
Julien	  (2008)	  suggests	  that	  this	  can	  be	  done	  by	  “conducting	  iterative	  analyses,	  seeking	  negative	  or	  
contradictory	   examples,	   seeking	   confirmatory	   data	   through	   methodological	   triangulation,	   and	  
providing	  supporting	  examples	  for	  conclusions	  drawn”	  (Ibid),	  which	  we	  sought	  to	  do	  throughout	  
the	  work	  whenever	  possible	  and	  necessary.	  Some	  of	  the	  key	  documents	  analysed	  and	  used	  in	  this	  
project	   include:	   Yunus	   (2007),	   INSP	   (2005),	   Consa	   &	   Paprockia	   (2010),	   Parthasathy	   (2012),	   and	  
UNICEF	  (1997).	  	  
	  
2.5.3 Crit ique  of  empirical   data  
Though	  we	  conducted	   interviews,	  document	  analysis	  was	  very	  central	  to	  this	  work.	  Therefore,	   it	  
may	  be	  argued	  that	  our	  report	  can	  be	  skewed,	  given	  that	  authors	  of	  documents,	  on	  especially	  a	  
heavily	   politicised	   issue	   such	   as	   microcredit	   and	   women’s	   empowerment,	   might	   use	   them	   to	  
promote	   their	   positions,	   interest	   and	   ideas,	   hence	   being	   biased.	   To	   reduce	   the	   tendencies	   of	  
biases,	  at	  all	  levels,	  we	  incorporate	  opposing	  views	  so	  as	  to	  have	  a	  representation	  of	  the	  different	  
shades	  of	  opinion	  on	  microcredit	  and	  women’s	  empowerment.	  Again	  as	  earlier	  stated,	  we	  relied	  
on	  documents	  authored	  by	  reputable	  institutions	  and	  scholars	  in	  the	  field	  whose	  research	  findings	  
and	  arguments	  have	  stood	  the	  test	  of	  time	  and	  peer	  reviews.	  	  
	  
2.6 Profile	  of	  study	  institutions	  –	  CARE	  Denmark	  &	  WAWCAS	  International	  	  
Cooperative	   for	   Assistance	   and	   Relief	   Everywhere	   (CARE)	   is	   an	   international	   NGO	   that	   has	  
confederate	  members	   in	   about	  13	   countries.	  CARE	   is	   a	  humanitarian	  organization	   that	  provides	  
aid	  and	  relief	  services	  to	  the	  world’s	  poorest	  areas.	  It	  was	  established	  in	  1945	  and	  since	  then	  has	  
been	  at	   the	   forefront	   for	  providing	  much	  needed	  assistance	  and	  bringing	  development	   to	  many	  
parts	  of	  the	  world.	  	  	  
CARE	  Denmark	  is	  a	  confederate	  member	  of	  the	  CARE	  International	  group	  and	  was	  established	  in	  
1987.	  Although	  a	  confederate	  member	  of	  the	   larger	  CARE	  International	  group,	  CARE	  Denmark	   is	  
quite	   autonomous,	   since	   it	   is	   not	   bounded	   by	   the	   larger	   humanitarian	   orientation	   of	   the	   CARE	  
International.	   It	   has	   its	   own	   strategic	   focus	   pursued	   within	   the	   larger	   framework	   of	   CARE	  
International	  to	  the	  extent	  that	  such	  a	  focus	  acceptably	  conforms	  to	  the	  larger	  framework.	  	  
The	  organisation	  carries	  out	  a	  wide	  range	  of	  development	  work,	  which	  includes	  poverty	  reduction	  
programs,	   agriculture,	   value	   chains,	   forestry,	   gender	   equality	   and	  micro	   finance,	  water,	   climate	  
change,	  and	  food	  security.	  CARE	  Denmark	  has	  projects	   in	  the	  following	  countries:	  Ghana,	  Kenya,	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Laos,	   Mozambique,	   Nepal,	   Niger,	   Tanzania,	   Uganda	   and	   Vietnam.	   CARE	   Denmark	   is	   primarily	  
funded	  by	  the	  Danish	  government	  through	  a	  regular	  framework	  agreement,	  and	  by	  governments	  
in	  other	   countries	   and	   the	  EU.	  However,	   around	  25	  percent	  of	   its	   funding	   is	   generated	   through	  
private	  donations	  from	  individuals,	  companies	  and	  foundations	  (CARE,	  2014).	  	  
Our	   interest	   in	   Care	   Denmark	   lies	   in	   their	   work	   in	   the	   area	   of	   gender	   equality	   and	  
microcredit/finance,	   which	   is	   the	   focus	   of	   our	   project.	   CARE’s	   microfinance	   program	   targets	  
women	  in	  developing	  countries	  and	  has	  an	  underlying	  ambition	  to	  empower	  the	  women	  enrolled	  
in	  the	  program,	  known	  as	  Village	  Savings	  and	  Loans	  Association	  (VSLA).	  Currently,	  the	  VSLA	  model	  
CARE	  operates	  exists	  in	  all	  the	  countries	  within	  which	  CARE	  Denmark	  has	  projects.	  	  
The	  aim	  of	  the	  VSLA	  is	  to	  promote	  women’s	  empowerment	  and	  lead	  to	  women’s	  ability	  to	  have	  
greater	   influence	   in	   their	   families	   and	   society.	   The	   empowerment	   is	   supposed	   to	   take	   place	  
through	  the	  acquisition	  of	  funds	  in	  the	  form	  of	  small	  loans,	  in	  order	  for	  the	  women	  under	  the	  VSLA	  
to	  engage	  in	  some	  form	  of	  business.	  The	  VSLAs	  are	  associations	  of	  women	  groups,	  selected	  by	  the	  
women	   themselves,	   to	   form	   a	   cooperative	   in	   which	   the	   women	   themselves	   put	   small	   sums	   of	  
money	  together	  in	  a	  fund	  from	  which	  loans	  can	  be	  borrowed.	  CARE	  Denmark’s	  only	  role	  in	  these	  
groups	   is	   to	  provide	  the	  associations	  with	  the	   initial	   training	  of	  members	  and	  an	   introduction	  of	  
the	  members	   to	   savings	   and	   loans	  principles.	   Sometimes,	  CARE	  Denmark	  helps	   the	  associations	  
with	   introduction	   to	   financial	   institutions	  but	   apart	   from	   these,	   the	  associations	  are	   self-­‐funded	  
and	  self-­‐organized	  by	  the	  women.	  The	  women	  themselves	  decide	  who	  qualifies	  for	  the	  small	  loans	  
and	   which	   kind	   of	   business	   is	   viable	   to	   invest	   the	   group’s	   money	   in.	   In	   the	   VSLA	   groups,	   the	  
women	  acquire	   skills	   such	  as	   financial	  management	  and	  assertive	  decision-­‐making	   skills	   (Hernø,	  
2014).	  	  
WAWCAS	   International,	   first	   named	   ANIN-­‐group,	   is	   a	   privately	   financed	   Danish	   association	  
founded	  in	  November	  2007	  by	  10	  members,	  all	  from	  Aarhus,	  Denmark.	  The	  ten	  members	  make	  up	  
the	   steering	   committee	   and	   the	   board.	   It	   receives	   funding	   from	   individuals,	   companies	   and	  
foundations	   and	   recently	   received	   some	   funds	   from	   a	   Danish	   embassy.	  WAWCAS	   International	  
represents	   a	   strong	   combination	   of	   knowledge	   within	   finance	   and	   several	   years	   of	   experience	  
within	  business	   development	   and	   management,	   experience	   within	   NGO	   work,	   experience	   in	  
project	  management	   and	   in	   dealing	   professionally	   as	  well	   as	   personally	  with	   different	   cultures,	  
people	  and	  political	  systems.	  WAWCAS	  International	  runs	  the	  program	  Women	  at	  Work	  Children	  
at	   School	   (WAWCAS),	   in	   collaboration	  with	   Slisha,	   a	   Nepali	   NGO,	   by	   providing	   the	   project	  with	  
financial	  capital,	  specialist	  know-­‐how	  and	  a	  great	  commitment	  to	  the	  program.	  
The	   WAWCAS	   program	   was	   first	   developed	   by	   Nina	   Schriver,	   in	   collaboration	   with	   Sangeeta	  
Shrestha,	   and	   combines	   social	   training	   and	  mobilization	  with	  women	   entrepreneurship,	  business	  
training	  and	  saving/loan	  training.	  It	  aims	  at	  supporting	  some	  of	  the	  most	  under	  privileged	  women	  
in	   Nepal	   by	   offering	  long-­‐term	   training	   and	   supervision	   in	   basic	   business	   skills,	   in	   social	  
competencies	   and	   in	   getting	   an	   understanding	   of	   their	   civil	   rights.	   The	   program	   supports	   the	  
women	   in	   developing	   a	   cooperative	   and	  saving	   and	   loan	  group	   and	   in	   sending	   their	   children	   to	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school	   (Schriver,	   2014).	  Indeed	   our	   interest	   in	   WAWCAS	   International’s	   program	   WAWCAS	   is	  
based	  on	  its	  intentions	  of	  using	  saving	  and	  loan	  schemes	  to	  support	  women	  in	  Nepal.	  	  
	  
2.7 Justification	  for	  case	  selection	  	  
Flyvbjerg	   defines	   critical	   case	   as	   one	   “having	   strategic	   importance	   in	   relation	   to	   the	   general	  
problem”	  (Flyvbjerg,	  2006:229).	  Therefore,	  the	  threshold	  question	   is:	  What	   is	  the	  problematic	  of	  
this	   study	   and	   of	   what	   “strategic	   importance”	   do	   CARE	   Denmark’s	   VSLA	   and	   WAWCAS	  
International’s	  WAWCAS	  programs	  have	  to	  this	  problem?	  	  
Whereas	   CARE	  Denmark	   carries	   out	   a	  wide	   range	   of	   development	  work,	   it	   has	   strategic	   “focus	  
areas”	  which	   include	  “Gender	  equality	  and	  micro	  finance”.	  CARE	  Denmark’s	  gender	  equality	  and	  
micro	  finance	  focus	  area	  has	  a	  clear	  “attention	  on	  women’s	  rights,	  roles	  and	  opportunities”	  which	  
they	  seek	  to	  promote	  through	  its	  Village	  Savings	  and	  Loans	  Associations	  (VSLA)	  program	  pioneered	  
in	  Niger	  in	  1991.	  The	  VSLA	  program	  has	  since	  its	  inception	  by	  CARE	  been	  successfully	  adapted	  by	  
other	  agencies	  including	  Plan,	  Oxfam,	  Catholic	  Relief	  Services	  and	  the	  Aga	  Khan	  Foundation	  and	  it	  
is	  widely	  used	  by	  many	  self-­‐help	  groups	  worldwide.	  	  
The	  VSLA	  program	  is	  characterized	  by	  a	  focus	  on	  savings,	  asset	  building,	  and	  the	  provision	  of	  credit	  
proportionate	  to	  the	  needs	  and	  repayment	  capacities	  of	  the	  borrowers.	  CARE	  Denmark’s	  terrains	  
of	  operation	  cut	  across	  Asia	  and	  Africa	  and	  they	  run	  the	  program	  in	  villages	  and	  communities	   in	  
countries	  like	  Ghana,	  Kenya,	  Laos,	  Mozambique,	  Nepal,	  Niger,	  Tanzania,	  Uganda	  and	  Vietnam.	  The	  
central	  idea	  of	  the	  VSLA	  program	  is	  to	  empower	  women	  by	  promoting	  their	  “inclusion	  in	  decision-­‐
making	  processes:	   firstly	  within	   the	   family,	   and	   later	  on	  within	   the	   local	   community”	   (See	  CARE	  
International,	  Denmark	  website).	  
In	   view	   of	   CARE’s	   “attention	   on	   women’s	   rights,	   roles	   and	   opportunities”	   (women’s	  
empowerment),	  its	  pioneering	  role	  in	  the	  coming	  of	  the	  VSLA	  program	  now	  being	  used	  globally	  for	  
women’s	   empowerment	   and	   the	   fact	   that	   CARE’s	   program	   cut	   across	   several	  
contexts/jurisdictions,	  we	  argue	  that	  in	  the	  context	  of	  using	  microcredit	  as	  a	  tool	  for	  empowering	  
women	   (which	   is	   the	   focus	  of	  our	   study),	   CARE	   International	  Denmark	  adequately	  depicts	  what	  
Flyvbjerg	   calls	   “most	   likely”	   case	   –	   that	   is	   a	   case	   likely	   to	   clearly	   confirm	   propositions	   and	  
hypotheses”	  and	  for	  that	  matter	  a	  critical	  case	  (Flyvbjerg,	  2006:231).	  Thus	   if	  the	  case	  of	  CARE	  in	  
relation	   to	   women’s	   empowerment	   becomes	   positively	   confirmed,	   then	   it	   can	   be	   extrapolated	  
that	  similar	  organizations	  with	  similar	  structures	  using	  the	  VSLA	  program	  in	  other	  similar	  contexts	  
will	  have	  positive	  empowerment	  results.	  	  
On	   the	   other	   hand	   if	   the	   case	   of	   CARE’s	   VSLA	   Program	   which	   resembles	   the	   ‘Yunus-­‐endorsed’	  
types	   of	   pro	   poor	  microcredit	   schemes	   thus,	   ‘non-­‐profit’	   and	   also	   has	   global	   experiences	   from	  
different	  contexts,	  capacity	  to	  adapt	  to	  varying	  local	  situations	  and	  huge	  budget	  to	  support	  their	  
operations	  become	  negative,	  then	  it	  can	  be	  as	  well	  argued	  that	  the	  innumerable	  number	  of	  small	  
NGOs	  and	  microcredit	  schemes	  scattered	  around	  the	  globe,	  fronting	  for	  women’s	  empowerment	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with	  limited	  staff	  strength,	  budget	  and	  little	  experiences	  from	  other	  contexts	  are	  all	  likely	  to	  have	  
negative	  empowerment	  effects,	  ceteris	  paribus.	  	  
On	   the	   other	   hand	   whilst	   WAWCAS	   International’s	   WAWCAS	   program	   may	   not	   compare	   with	  
CARE’s	  VSLA	  in	  terms	  of	  size	  and	  coverage,	  it	  typifies	  the	  many	  relatively	  small	  non-­‐profit	  savings	  
and	   loans	   schemes	   that	   have	   emerged	   around	   the	   globe	   fronting	   for	   women’s	   empowerment.	  
Despite	   their	   application	   of	   the	   standard	   microcredit	   toolbox,	   their	   relatively	   small	   size	   allows	  
them	   to	   be	   quite	   flexible	   and	   adapt	   to	   local	   situations.	   The	   WAWCAS	   program	   is	   based	   on	   a	  
political,	   social	   and	   cultural	   belief	   that	   it	   is	   important	   to	   strengthen	   needy	   women	   and	   their	  
children’s	  autonomy	  and	  their	  ability	  to	  take	  advantage	  of	  the	  rights,	  despite	  everything.	  However,	  
not	   with	   donations,	   but	   with	   long	   term	   entrepreneur	   practice,	   related	   training	   and	   support	   to	  
develop	  saving	  strategies	  and	  cooperatives,	  which	  together	  can	  strengthen	  the	  women’s	  and	  the	  
children’s	  personal	  freedom	  and	  autonomy.	  One	  of	  the	  missions	  of	  WAWCAS	  International	  is:	  “to	  
empower	  under-­‐privileged	  women	  to	  become	  small	  scale	  entrepreneurs	  and	  to	  achieve	  social	  and	  
economic	  autonomy”	  which	  clearly	  manifests	  in	  the	  strategic	  focus	  of	  the	  WAWCAS	  program.	  
The	   empowerment	   results	   of	   the	  WAWCAS	  program	   can	  have	   larger	   development	   implications.	  
This	   is	  so	  because,	  given	  inter	  alia	  factors	   like	   its	  relatively	  small	  size,	  the	  high	  level	  of	  flexibility,	  
should	   this	   case	   become	   negative	   it	   would	   not	   only	   make	   a	   case	   against	   the	   empowerment	  
potentials	  of	  several	  other	  schemes	  with	  similar	  structures,	  focus	  and	  flexibility	  operating	  at	  Nepal	  
and	   elsewhere	   but	   also	   it	   would	   question	   how	   big	   ones,	   which	   mostly	   because	   of	   the	   fear	   of	  
diverting	  from	  the	  strategic	  focus	  of	  the	  parent	  organization	  constraints	  them	  in	  being	  flexible	  and	  
adapting	  to	  peculiar	  context	  dependent	  demands,	  can	  really	  foster	  women’s	  empowerment.	  Thus	  
the	  cases	  under	  study	  have	  some	  useful	  implications	  for	  the	  specific	  ones	  as	  well	  as	  some	  level	  of	  
generalised	  conclusions.	  	  
	  
2.8 Transcript	  
Transcriptions	   are	   the	   interpretations	   of	   spoken	   words,	   as	   heard	   by	   the	   person	   doing	   the	  
transcription.	  For	  reasons	  like	  audibility	  problems,	  recording	  hitches	  etc.,	  it	  is	  entirely	  possible	  that	  
a	  transcript	  may	  not	  completely	  reflect	  the	  actual	  opinion	  of	  the	  speaker.	  The	  primary	  qualitative	  
data	  used	   for	   this	   study	  are	   transcripts	  of	   interviews	   (appendixes	  1	  &	  2)	   conducted	  with	  one	  of	  
CARE	  Denmark’s	  gender	  and	  equality	  programme	  coordinators,	  Rolf	  Hernø	  and	  one	  of	  WAWCAS	  
International’s	   founders	   and	   on-­‐the-­‐field	   board	  members,	   Nina	   Schriver.	  When	  we	   quote	   them	  
(Hernø,	  2014	  and	  Schriver,	  2014)	  in	  the	  analysis,	  the	  page	  numbers	  referred	  to	  are	  those	  found	  in	  
the	  attached	  appendices.	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2.9 (De)limitations	  of	  our	  work	  
We	  note	  that	  both	  programs	  –	  CARE	  Denmark’s	  VSLA	  and	  WAWCAS	  International’s	  WAWCAS	  are	  
non-­‐profit	   and	   therefore,	   the	   findings	   about	   them	   may	   necessarily	   not	   apply	   to	   microcredit	  
schemes	  which	  are	  business	  and	  profit	  minded.	  Also	  as	  noted	  earlier,	  whilst	  we	  felt	  honesty	  in	  the	  
submissions	  of	  Rolf	  Hernø	  and	  Nina	  Schriver	  in	  our	  interviews	  with	  them,	  we	  state	  that	  we	  could	  
not	  have	  the	  opportunity	  to	  verify	  all	  the	  claims	  they	  made	  about	  their	  field	  projects	  in	  places	  like	  
Niger,	  Mozambique	  and	  Nepal,	  which	  they	  often	  referred	  to	  in	  the	  course	  of	  the	  interviews.	  	  
Also,	  one	  of	  our	  interlocutors,	  namely	  Rolf	  Hernø	  of	  CARE	  Denmark,	  was	  honestly	  emphatic	  that	  
he	  does	  not	  know	  everything	  regarding	  microcredit	  from	  the	  relevant	  literature.	  Despite	  this,	  a	  lot	  
of	   the	   issues	   that	   emerged	   in	   our	   conversation	   with	   him	   were	   related	   to	   those	   raised	   in	   the	  
literature.	  	  	  
We	  combined	  our	  study	  on	  microcredit	  with	  class	  and	  other	  course	  works	  within	  a	  short	  period	  of	  
virtually	  two	  months	  and	  could	  therefore	  naturally	  not	  have	  adequate	  time	  to	  probe	  extensively	  
into	  the	   literature	  on	  microcredit	  and	  women	  empowerment.	   Indeed,	   this	  project	   is	  only	  one	  of	  
the	  academic	  requirements	  we	  had	  to	  fulfil	  within	  this	  short	  semester	  of	  four	  months	  –	  we	  have	  
already	   covered	   other	   courses,	   done	   assignments	   and	   other	   examinations.	  Whilst	   efforts	   were	  
made	   to	   read	   as	  many	   contemporary	  meta-­‐studies	   as	   possible,	  we	   concede	   that	   there	  may	   be	  
several	  others	  on	  microcredit	  and	  women’s	  empowerment	  that	  we	  could	  not	  read.	  Viewed	  against	  
other	  limitations	  -­‐	  for	  example	  our	  inability	  to	  go	  to	  the	  field	  to	  independently	  verify	  all	  the	  claims	  
of	  our	   interlocutors,	  we	  observe	  therefore	  that	  our	  work	  might	  not	  fully	  pass	  as	  one	  of	  problem	  
solving	  –	  at	  best	  heuristic.	  	  	  	  
Without	  downplaying	  them,	  the	  limitations	  noted	  do	  not	  assume	  away	  the	  explorative	  strength	  of	  
our	  work	  in	  terms	  of	  for	  example	  its	  future	  relevance	  to	  the	  restructuring	  and	  improvement	  of	  the	  
schemes	   studied	   to	   serve	   beneficiaries	   well,	   and	   as	   secondary	   source	   of	   information	   for	   other	  
students	  who	  may	  desire	  writing	  on	  microcredit	  and	  women’s	  empowerment.	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3 Theory	  and	  conceptualization	  
The	   purpose	   of	   this	   chapter	   is	   to	   provide	   an	   insight	   into	   and	   reflection	   on	   the	   theories	   and	  
concepts	  used	  in	  this	  project,	  which	  work	  as	  the	  base	  and	  framework	  for	  our	  investigation.	  	  
3.1 Empowerment	  	  
Empowerment	   is	   a	   highly	   contested	   concept	   and	   definitions	   of	   empowerment	   are	   perhaps	   as	  
various	  as	  the	  number	  of	  organisations	  who	  seek	  to	  make	  it	  happen.	  There	  is	  no	  organisation	  or	  
study	  that	  provides	  a	  flawless	  and	  fully	  conclusive	  definition	  of	  the	  concept.	  Therefore,	  institutions	  
or	  studies	  focusing	  on	  empowerment	  operationalize	   it	  within	  the	  parameters	  of	  their	  operations	  
or	  the	  analytical	  framework	  of	  the	  study.	  The	  debate	  centres	  on	  whether	  it	  should	  be	  considered	  
as	  a	  process	  or	  an	  outcome	  (Luttrell	  et.	  al,	  2009:5).	  	  
From	   the	   processual	   perspective,	   SIDA	   argues	   that,	   “empowerment	   refers	   to	   the	   process	   of	  
change	  that	  gives	   individuals	  greater	  freedom	  of	  choice	  and	  action”	  (Sida,	  2009:6).	  Similarly,	  the	  
World	   Bank	   defines	   empowerment	   as	   “the	   process	   of	   increasing	   the	   assets	   and	   capabilities	   of	  
individuals	   or	   groups	   to	   make	   purposive	   choices	   and	   to	   transform	   those	   choices	   into	   desired	  
actions	  and	  outcomes”	  (World	  Bank,	  2002	  cited	  in	  Alsop,	  2005:2).	  	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	  DFID	  adopts	  the	  outcome	  perspective	  of	  empowerment	  and	  submits	  that	  it	  is	  
about	  “individuals	  acquiring	   the	  power	   to	   think	  and	  act	   freely,	   to	  exercise	  choice	  and	   fulfil	   their	  
potential	   as	   full	   and	   equal	   members	   of	   society”	   (DFID,	   2006:vii).	   Thus,	   it	   is	   about	   for	   instance	  
acquiring	   knowledge	  and	  understanding	   gender	   relations	   and	   the	  ways	   in	  which	   these	   relations	  
may	   be	   changed	   -­‐	   developing	   a	   sense	   of	   self-­‐worth,	   a	   belief	   in	   one's	   ability	   to	   secure	   desire	  
changes	  and	  the	  right	  to	  control	  one's	  life.	  USAID	  argues	  that	  it	  involves	  the	  attainment	  of	  “social,	  
economic	  and	  political	  aspirations,	  and	  [the	  ability	  to]	  contribute	  to	  and	  shape	  decisions	  about	  the	  
future”	  (USAID,	  2012:20).	  
However,	  some	  scholars	  and	  development	  practitioners	  (e.g.	  Duflo,	  2005	  &	  Kabeer,	  2005)	  take	  a	  
middle	   position	   stressing	   that	   “empowerment	   is	   a	   process,	   which	   leads	   towards	   a	   state	   [an	  
outcome]	   in	   which	   [the	   target	   group]	   are	   empowered”	   (Centre	   for	   Economic	   and	   Business	  
Research,	  2008:11).	  This	  perspective	  of	  empowerment	  appears	   to	  be	   in	   sync	  with	   the	   theory	  of	  
change	  (to	  be	  presented	  shortly)	  behind	  microcredit.	  	  	  
	  
3.1.1 Aspects/dimensions  of  empowerment     
Empowerment	   is	   as	   multidimensional	   as	   the	   facets	   of	   life/society	   that	   we	   seek	   to	   “empower”	  
(vulnerable)	  people,	   to	  be	  able	   to	   function,	  compete	  and	  collaborate	  with	   their	  counterparts.	   In	  
spite	   of	   this	   and	   the	   contestation	   about	   its	   definition,	   it	   appears	   settled	   what	   the	   aspects	   or	  
dimensions	  of	  empowerment	  are.	  Uncommonly,	  economic,	  human	  and	  social,	  political	  and	  cultural	  
empowerments	   feature	   in	   the	   literature,	   the	   language	   of	   professionals,	   activists	   and	   women’s	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rights/feminists	   organisations	   as	   the	   main	   aspects,	   dimensions	   or	   features	   of	   empowerment	  
(Luttrell	  et.	  al,	  2009;	  Centre	  for	  Economic	  and	  Business	  Research,	  2008).	  
Economic	  empowerment	  hinges	  on	  ensuring	  that	  women	  “have	  the	  appropriate	  skills,	  capabilities	  
and	  resources	  and	  access	  to	  secure	  and	  sustainable	  incomes	  and	  livelihoods”	  (Ibid:	  1).	  It	  relates	  to	  
“access	   to	   formal	   sector	   employment,	   self-­‐employment,	   borrowing,	   saving	   and	   access	   to	   and	  
control	  of	  economic	  resources”	  (Centre	  for	  Economic	  and	  Business	  Research,	  2008:12).	  This	  strand	  
of	  empowerment	  manifests	  in	  “increase	  in	  control	  of	  household	  resources	  or	  an	  increase	  in	  access	  
to	  borrowing	  in	  the	  financial	  markets”	  (Ibid).	  	  	  	  
On	   the	   other	   hand,	  human	   and	   social	   empowerment	   relates	   to	  making	   the	   target	   group	   “gain	  
control	   over	   their	   own	   lives”.	   The	   fundamental	   idea	   is,	   according	   to	   Page	   and	  Czuba	   (1999),	   to	  
”foster	   power	   (that	   is,	   the	   capacity	   to	   implement)	   in	   [people],	   for	   use	   in	   their	   own	   lives,	   their	  
communities	  and	  their	  society,	  by	  being	  able	  to	  act	  on	  issues	  that	  they	  define	  as	  important.”	  (Page	  
and	  Czuba,	  1999	  cited	  in	  Luttrell	  et.	  al,	  2009:1).	  	  	  
The	  third	  dimension	  or	  aspect	  of	  empowerment,	  which	  is	  political	  empowerment,	  emphasizes	  on	  
capacitating	  people	  to	  be	  able	  to	  analyse,	  organise	  and	  mobilise	  through	  collective	  action	  in	  order	  
to	   bring	   collective	   change.	   Political	   empowerment	   is	   rooted	   in	   human	   rights	   and	   thus	  
encompasses	  making	  people	  able	  to	  lay	  claim	  to	  their	  rights	  and	  entitlements	  (Piron	  and	  Watkins,	  
2004	   cited	   in	   Luttrell	   et.	   al,	   2009:1).	   It	   thus	   involves	   ”increasing	   the	  participation	  of	   [the	   target	  
group]	   in	   legislative	   assemblies,	   their	   decision	   power	   in	   these	   assemblies,	   the	   ability	   of	   [such	  
people]	   to	   publicly	   voice	   their	   opinions	   and	   to	   affect	   the	   composition	   of	   legislative	   assemblies”	  
(Centre	  for	  Economic	  and	  Business	  Research,	  2008:12).	  
The	  fourth	  and	  final	  dimension	  of	  empowerment,	  commonly	  discussed	  in	  the	  literature	  and	  used	  
among	   professionals,	   activists	   and	   organizations,	   is	   cultural	   empowerment.	   	   This	   dimension	   of	  
empowerment	   pertains	   to	   the	   structural	   arrangement	   of	   society	   and	   mainly	   focuses	   on	  
“redefining	  of	  rules	  and	  norms	  and	  the	  recreating	  of	  cultural	  and	  symbolic	  practises	  (Stromquist,	  
1993	   cited	   in	   Luttrell	   et.	   al,	   2009:1).	   It	   seeks	   to	   address	   norms,	   values,	   belief	   systems	   and	  
traditions	  which	  impede	  the	  playing	  and	  actualisation	  of	  roles,	  as	  social	  actors	  in	  the	  community	  
and	  in	  the	  household.	  	  
The	   various	   dimensions	   of	   empowerment,	   although	   having	   some	   sort	   of	   distinct	   focus,	   do	   not	  
necessarily	   belong	   to	   rigidly	   distinct	   categories	   –	   they	   are	   ”interlinked”	   and	   actually	   connected	  
together	   by	   “power”.	   Thus	   empowerment,	   whether	   economic,	   political,	   cultural	   or	   human	   and	  
social	   empowerment,	   is	   about	   activating	   the	   ”power	   within”	   the	   target	   group	   to	   cause	  
consciousness,	   or,	   availing	   them	   “power	   over”	   resource	   distribution	   and	   allocation	   in	   order	   to	  
enhance	  their	  ”power	  to”	  organize	  and	  change	  existing	  hierarchies	  “with	  [the]	  power”	  of	  collective	  
action	  (Rowlands,	  1997	  cited	  in	  Luttrell	  et.	  al,	  2009:2).	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3.1.2 Degrees  of  empowerment    
In	   Luttrell	   et	   al	   (2009:5),	   Longwe	   (1991)	   developed	   a	   framework	   which	   provides	   some	   useful	  
distinctions	  between	  different	  degrees	  of	  empowerment	  (see	  below)	  in	  an	  ascending	  order.	  	  
1.	   The	   welfare	   ‘degree’:	   where	   basic	   needs	   are	   satisfied.	   This	   does	   not	   necessarily	   require	  
structural	  causes	  to	  be	  addressed	  and	  tends	  to	  view	  those	  involved	  as	  passive	  recipients.	  	  
2.	  The	  access	  ‘degree’:	  where	  equal	  access	  to	  education,	  land	  and	  credit	  is	  assured.	  	  
3.	   The	   conscientization	   and	   awareness-­‐raising	   ‘degree’:	   where	   structural	   and	   institutional	  
discrimination	  is	  addressed.	  	  
4.	  The	  participation	  and	  mobilization	  ‘degree’:	  where	  the	  equal	  taking	  of	  decisions	  is	  enabled.	  	  
5.	  The	  control	  ‘degree’:	  where	  individuals	  can	  make	  decisions	  and	  these	  are	  fully	  recognized	  	  
This	   framework	   will	   be	   employed	   in	   our	   discussion,	   when	   examining	   the	   extent	   to	   which	   the	  
provided	  services	  and	   strategies,	  of	   the	  microcredit	   institutions	  we	  study,	  empower	   the	  women	  
they	  serve.	  Using	   the	   framework	  as	  benchmark	  will	  enable	  us	   to	  ascertain	  whether	   the	  services	  
and	   strategies	   of	   the	   studied	   microcredit	   institutions	   bring	   for	   instance	   only	  welfare	   or	   access	  
empowerment,	  participation	  and	  or	  control	  empowerment,	  a	  mixture	  or	  none	  of	   the	  degrees	  of	  
empowerment.	  	  
	  
3.2 Women	  empowerment	  	  
Despite	  the	  contestations	  on	  the	  definition	  of	  empowerment,	  empowerment	  is	  often	  mentioned	  
in	  relation	  to	  women	  and	  this	  explains	  the	  wide	  usage	  of	  the	  term	  “women’s	  empowerment”	  and	  
in	  some	  cases	  “gender	  empowerment”	  in	  the	  literature	  (USAID,	  2012;	  Luttrell	  et.	  al,	  2009;	  Centre	  
for	  Economic	  and	  Business	  Research,	  2008).	  	  
Women	   empowerment,	   otherwise	   called	   gender	   empowerment,	   per	   Duflo	   (2005)	   relates	   to	  
“improving	  the	  ability	  of	  women	  to	  access	  the	  constituents	  of	  development	  –	  in	  particular	  health,	  
education,	  earnings	  opportunities,	  rights,	  and	  political	  participation”	  (Duflo,	  2005	  cited	  in	  Centre	  
for	  Economic	  and	  Business	  Research,	  2008:11).	  Women’s	  empowerment	  per	  DFID	  “is	  a	  process	  of	  
transforming	  gender	  relations	  through	  groups	  or	  individuals	  by	  developing	  awareness	  of	  women’s	  
subordination	  and	  building	  the	  capacity	  to	  challenge	  it”	  (DFID,	  2006:vii).	   It	   is	  about	  “women	  and	  
girls	  [acquiring]	  the	  power	  to	  act	  freely,	  exercise	  their	  rights,	  and	  fulfil	   their	  potential	  as	  full	  and	  
equal	  members	  of	  society	  (USAID,	  2012:3).	  
The	  crux	  of	  women’s	  empowerment	  is	  to	  make	  women,	  who	  are	  considered	  to	  be	  disadvantaged	  
in	  an	  overly	  patriarchal	  society,	  able	  to,	  among	  other	  things,	  “exercise	  their	  rights,	  obtain	  access	  to	  
resources	  and	  participate	  actively	  in	  the	  process	  of	  shaping	  society	  and	  making	  decisions”	  (Luttrell	  
et.	  al,	  2009:2).	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3.3 Microcredit	  and	  women	  empowerment	  –	  the	  theory	  of	  change	  behind	  
INSP	  (2005)	  observes	  theory	  of	  change	  (otherwise	  called	  logic	  model	  or	  theory	  of	  action)	  as	  “the	  
articulation	  of	   the	  underlying	  beliefs	  and	  assumptions	   that	  guide	  a	   service	  delivery	   strategy	  and	  
are	   believed	   to	   be	   critical	   for	   producing	   change	   and	   improvement”	   (p.6).	   Stated	   differently,	  
Organizational	   Research	   Services	   (2004)	   considers	   it	   as	   a	   “roadmap	   for	   change”	   that	   depicts	  
relationships	   between	   initiative	   strategies	   and	   intended	   results”	   (pp.	   1	   –	   2).	   Theory	   of	   change	  
creates	  a	  context	  for	  considering	  the	  link	  between,	  strategies	  and	  actual	  outcomes	  (ibid).	  Thus,	  it	  
refers	   to	   a	   conceptual	   structure,	   blueprint	   or	   framework	   with	   a	   chain	   of	   initiatives,	   strategies,	  
processes	  and	  assumptions	  on	  how	  and	  when	  an	  intended	  change/outcome	  can	  or	  will	  occur.	  	  	  
That,	  microcredit	  has	  the	  potential	  to	  and	  actually	  empowers	  poor	  women	  is	  a	  widely	  supported	  
view.	   Yunus	   argues	   that	   “microcredit	   helps	   poor	   women	   to	   unleash	   their	   potential[s]”	   (Yunus,	  
2007:248),	  a	  view	  widely	  honoured	  by	  several	  development	  scholars,	  studies	  and	  research	  reports	  
(Centre	  for	  Economic	  and	  Business	  Research,	  2008;	  DANIDA,	  2011;	  Earne	  et	  al,	  2014).	  Therefore,	  
intervention	   through	  microcredit	   (can)	   lead	   to	   the	   empowerment	   of	  women	  by	   eliminating	   the	  
existing	   inequalities	   in	   society,	   and	   increasing	   the	   amount	   of	   resources	   under	  women’s	   control	  
thereby	   reducing	   their	   level	   of	   vulnerability	   (Centre	   for	   Economic	   and	   Business	   Research,	  
2008:19).	  	  
Applying	  ourselves	  to	  the	  above,	  we	  argue	  that	  the	  theory	  of	  change	  of	  microcredit	  and	  women	  
empowerment	   essentially	   relates	   to	   the	   underlying	   assumptions	   of	   how	   access	   to	   microcredit	  
services	   can	   empower	   (poor)	   women.	   Thus	   it	   relates	   to	   the	   chain	   of	   practices,	   schemes	   of	  
activities,	  strategies,	  and	  processes	  underpinning	  how	  the	  provision	  of	  microcredit	   (will)	  actually	  
leads	  to	  women	  empowerment.	  Per	  INSP	  (2005),	  theory	  of	  change	  has	  three	  core	  frames	  namely:	  
1.	  Populations	   (being	  served),	  2.	  Strategies	   (things	   to	  be	  done	  to	  accomplish	  desired	  outcomes)	  
and	   3.	  Outcomes	   (the	   intendment	   or	   what	   is	   to	   be	   accomplished).	   The	   change	   theory	   behind	  
microcredit	  also	  hinges	  on	  these	  three	  core	  frames.	  Microcredit	   involves	   inter	  alia	  strategies	   like	  
giving	   of	   loans	   and	   training	   of	   population	   (beneficiaries)	   on	   literacy,	   bank	   rules,	   savings	   and	  
investment	  strategies,	  skill	  development	  and	  health	  issues	  among	  others	  (INSP,	  2005:25;	  see	  also	  
Yunus,	   2007	   for	   Grameen	   16	   decisions)	   with	   the	   view	   of	   empowering	   (outcome)	   them	   which	  
manifests	   in	   the	   form	   of	   access	   to	   credit/finance,	   increased	   income	   and	   savings,	   self-­‐
employment/development	   of	   entrepreneurship	   potentials,	   access	   to	   earning	   opportunities,	  
control	   over	   resources,	   increased	  women’s	   ability	   to	  manage	   their	   own	   lives	   through	   increased	  
access	   to	  key	   resources	  and	  activities,	   increased	  women’s	   labour	  supply,	  as	  well	  as	  home-­‐based	  
production	  opportunities	  for	  women	  (Centre	  for	  Economic	  and	  Business	  Research,	  2008:19).	  	  
Whilst	  basically	  grounded	  on	  women’s	  economic	  empowerment,	  microcredit,	  proponents’	  argue,	  
offers	   consequential	   opportunities	   for	   which	   is	   expected	   to	   translate	   to	   other	   areas	   of	  
empowerment	   like	   social	   and	   political	   empowerment	   (Centre	   for	   Economic	   and	   Business	  
Research,	   2008:13).	   Thus	   the	   theory	   of	   change	   behind	   microcredit	   grounds	   economic	  
empowerment	   as	   a	   “train	   track	   or	   platform”	   (Sample	   2011:28)	   with	   a	   cascading	   potential	   of	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leading	  to	  other	  forms	  or	  aspects	  of	  empowerment	  which	  will	  result	  in	  structural	  reorganization	  at	  
the	  household	  and	  community	  levels.	  	  
The	   crux	   of	   the	   argument	   is	   the	   belief	   that	  microcredit	   improves	   the	   production	   opportunities	  
available	   for	   women,	   thus	   increasing	   the	   economic	   returns	   to	   their	   work	   and	   increasing	   their	  
economic	  value	  at	  the	  household	  level.	  This	  increase	  in	  access	  and	  control	  of	  resources	  by	  women	  
enhances	   their	   bargaining	   power,	   which	  manifests	   in	   greater	   control	   over	   household	   economic	  
decisions.	  A	   resultant	  outcome	   is	  an	   increase	   in	  gender	  equality	   in	   society,	  both	   in	   the	  medium	  
term	  (by	  raising	  the	  income	  generating	  capacity	  of	  the	  current	  generation	  of	  women)	  and	  the	  long	  
term	  (through	  the	  potential	  improvements	  in	  child	  health	  and	  education	  arising	  from	  an	  increased	  
household	   budget	   in	   these	   sector)	   (Aghion	   and	   Morduch	   2005:186).	   Increased	   income	  
opportunities	  would	  also	  translate	  into	  increased	  savings.	  Being	  able	  to	  save	  would	  mean	  that	  the	  
beneficiaries	   would	   be	   able	   to	   afford	   basic	   infrastructure	   and	   also	   reduce	   their	   household	  
vulnerability	  to	  income	  shocks	  (Wrenn	  2005:5).	  
To	  add	  onto	  the	  ‘magic’	  works	  of	  microcredit	  in	  empowering	  women,	  Aghion	  and	  Morduch	  argue	  
that	   intervention	  through	  microcredit	   is	  also	   likely	  to	  provide	  protection	  for	  women	  within	  their	  
households	   through	   the	   peer	   monitoring	   within	   women	   of	   a	   common	   group.	   Such	   monitoring	  
would	  be	  able	  to	  protect	  women	  against	  violent	  acts	  and	  abuses,	  since	  they	  will	  be	  responsible	  for	  
each	  other’s	  affairs.	  This	   in	  turn	  would	  deter	  acts	  of	  domestic	  violence	  and	  act	  as	  an	  avenue	  for	  
women	   to	   promote	   their	   rights	   and	   improve	   their	   bargaining	   power	   vis-­‐à-­‐vis	   the	   male	   gender	  
(p.186).	   Additionally,	   microcredit	   is	   promoted	   as	   a	   way	   of	   enhancing	   women’s	   positive	  
reproductive	   choices.	   This	   is	   with	   special	   reference	   to	   increased	   use	   of	   contraceptives	   among	  
women.	   It	   is	   assumed	   that	   microcredit	   increases	   the	   opportunity	   cost	   of	   women’s	   time	   which	  
leads	  to	  a	  reduction	  in	  family	  size	  as	  the	  peer	  pressure	  from	  groups	  may	  compel	  women	  to	  do	  this	  
in	  order	  to	  increase	  education	  and	  health	  expenditure,	  and	  to	  better	  manage	  the	  ability	  to	  repay	  
the	  loans	  (Aghion	  and	  Morduch	  2005:192).	  	  
Thus,	   the	   change	   theory	   behind	   microcredit	   emphasizes	   on	   the	   development	   implications	  
underpinning	   women	   economic	   empowerment	   and	   social	   transformation/change.	   Thus,	   the	  
changes	  or	  empowerment	  consequent	  to	  microcredit	  manifest	  not	  only	  at	  the	  level	  of	   individual	  
women	  beneficiaries	  but	  also	  transcend	  to	  several	   facets	  of	  society.	  For	   instance,	  the	  Centre	  for	  
Economic	  and	  Business	  Research	  (2008)	  notes	  that	  when	  women’s	  income	  increases	  they	  tend	  to	  
invest	   much	   in	   their	   children	   health	   and	   education	   and	   Duflo	   elaborates	   the	   development	  
implications	  of	  this	  in	  the	  below	  comprehensive	  way:	  
”This	   will	   result	   to	   a	   “lower	   child	   and	   maternal	   mortality	   rates;	  
increased	   educational	   attainment	   by	   daughters	   and	   sons;	   higher	  
productivity;	  and	  improved	  environmental	  management.	  Together,	  
these	   can	   mean	   faster	   economic	   growth	   and,	   equally	   important,	  
wider	  distribution	  of	  the	  fruits	  of	  growth....	  More	  education	  for	  girls	  
will	   also	   enable	   more	   and	   more	   women	   to	   attain	   leadership	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positions	  at	  all	  levels	  of	  society:	  from	  health	  clinics	  in	  the	  villages	  to	  
parliaments	  in	  the	  capitals”	  (Duflo,	  2005:11).	  
Figure	  2	  below	  depicts	  the	  framework	  of	  the	  change	  theory	  behind	  microcredit	  
Theory	  of	  change	  for	  micro-­‐credit	  interventions	  in	  women	  empowerment	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  	  
	  
	  	  	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
Microcredit	  intervention	  strategies	  
• Loans/credit	  services	  
• Literacy	  training	  
• Skills	  development	  
• Health	  care	  training	  
• Group	  networking/	  team	  work	  
Expected	  short/medium	  term	  outcomes	  
• Access	  to	  credit/	  financial	  services	  by	  women	  	  
• Increased	  income	  earned	  by	  women	  	  
• Development	  of	  entrepreneurial	  skills	  in	  women	  	  
• Increased	  savings	  
• Increased	  labour	  supply	  of	  women	  	  
• Increased	  self-­‐employment/home	  based	  production	  opportunities	  for	  women	  
• Enhanced	  avenues	  for	  social	  solidarity	  and	  sharing	  perspectives	  on	  common	  	  	  	  	  
concerns	  among	  women	  
	  
Expected	  long	  term	  outcomes	  
• Improved	  decision-­‐making	  by	  women	  at	  the	  household	  level	  
• Improvements	  in	  health	  matters;	  better	  nutrition,	  improved	  child	  health	  	  
care,	  better	  reproductive	  choices	  etc.	  
• Better	  education	  outcomes;	  both	  for	  the	  women	  and	  the	  children	  
• Realization	  of	  women’s	  rights	  through	  reduced	  domestic	  violence,	  conflict	  	  
and	  abuse	  (enhanced	  by	  peer	  monitoring)	  
• Reduced	  gender	  inequalities	  
• Self-­‐sustainability	  of	  women	  
Changes	  in	  the	  social,	  cultural	  and	  political	  structures	  of	  society	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3.4 Criticisms	  of	  the	  theory	  of	  change	  behind	  microcredit	  and	  women	  empowerment	  
Like	  all	  theoretical	  frameworks,	  the	  theory	  of	  change	  behind	  microcredit	  is	  not	  fulsome	  in	  strength	  
–	   it	   has	   limitations.	   The	   theory	   can	  be	   criticized	   for	   being	   too	   lineally	   optimistic	   on	   the	  beliefs/	  
resultant	  expectations	  of	  microcredit	  as	  an	  intervention	  tool.	  Relying	  on	  such	  assumptions,	  which	  
mostly	   work	   in	   theory	   and	   which	   may	   be	   far	   from	   practical	   realities,	   can	   therefore	   be	   a	   risky	  
endeavour.	   It	   is	   important	   to	   be	   cautious	   of	   the	   fact	   that	   the	   participation	   of	   women	   as	  
microcredit	  beneficiaries	  may	  not	  necessarily	  translate	  automatically	  into	  empowerment.	  Rather,	  
the	  expected	  outcomes	  greatly	  depend	  on	  how	  specific	  programs	  are	  designed	  in	  the	  light	  of	  the	  
particular	  context	  in	  which	  they	  are	  applied.	  Some	  scholars	  also	  find	  it	  quite	  naive	  to	  believe	  that	  
all	   loans	   given	   to	   women	   contribute	   to	   strengthening	   their	   economic	   and	   social	   positions	   in	  
society.	   Sticking	   to	   such	   a	   conception	   greatly	   begs	   the	   negative	   effects	   that	   microcredit	   has	  
impacted	  on	  women	  beneficiaries.	  	  
Johnson	   (2004	   cited	   in	   Wrenn	   2005:9)	   points	   out	   some	   of	   these	   challenges	   being	   increased	  
workloads,	   increased	   domestic	   violence	   and	   abuses.	   She	   argues	   that	   a	   deeper	   analysis	   of	  
microcredit	  is	  needed,	  which	  takes	  into	  consideration	  both	  the	  positive	  and	  negative	  implications	  
that	  such	  interventions	  have	  on	  women,	  before	  an	  assessment	  can	  be	  drawn	  on	  whether	  or	  not	  it	  
is	   empowering	  women.	   This	   is	   due	   to	   the	   fact	   that	   some	   studies	   provide	   evidence	   that	   “some	  
people	   are	  made	  poorer,	   and	  not	   richer,	   by	  microfinance,	   particularly	  micro-­‐credit	   clients”	   (see	  
Stewart	  et	  al,	  2010:6).	  	  
Furthermore,	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  this	  theory	  of	  change	  is	  also	  dependent	  on	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  
microcredit	   interventions	  are	  able	  to	  transform	  the	  social	  norms	  and	  traditions	   in	  the	  society.	   In	  
some	  contexts,	  challenging	  the	  social	  norms,	  for	  example	  patriarchal	  power	  relations,	  may	  end	  up	  
demeaning	  women	   rather	   than	  empowering	   them.	  A	   reluctance	   to	   accept	   the	   change	   in	  power	  
relations	   by	   men	   for	   instance,	   may	   add	   on	   to	   more	   cases	   of	   abuse	   on	   women	   rather	   than	  
enhancing	  the	  realization	  of	  their	  human	  rights,	  as	  the	  theory	  broadly	  purports.	  The	  argument	  that	  
microcredit	  eventually	  translates	  into	  gender	  equality	  is	  therefore	  largely	  disputed	  as	  well.	  In	  fact,	  
microcredit	   is	   blamed	   for	   entrenching	   rather	   than	   challenging	   gender	   roles.	   This	   happens	  when	  
male	  rather	  than	  the	  female	  borrowers	  are	  the	  ones	  controlling	  the	  microenterprises	  and	  income.	  	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	  if	  women	  happen	  to	  be	  in	  control,	  they	  are	  encouraged	  to	  take	  up	  businesses	  
that	   do	   not	   disrupt	   practices	   of	   isolation	   or	   seclusion	   within	   their	   household.	   Such	   increased	  
specialization	  within	   the	  household	   is	   criticized	   for	  being	  negative	   for	  equity	  chances	  within	   the	  
household	  since	  it	  reinforces	  women’s	  reliance	  on	  male	  family	  members	  due	  to	  women’s	  limited	  
access	   to	   inputs,	   supplies,	   and	  marketing	   facilities	   (Rankins,	  2002	   cited	   in	  Aghion	  and	  Morduch,	  
2005:194).	   In	   such	   cases,	   as	   Johnson	   proposes,	   there	   may	   be	   a	   need	   for	   microcredit	   to	   work	  
alongside	   with	   men	   “to	   help	   pave	   the	   way	   for	   a	   change	   in	   attitudes	   to	   women’s	   enhanced	  
contribution	  to	  the	  household”	  (Wrenn	  2005:9).	  Thus,	   the	  theory	  of	  change	  may	  create	  a	  whole	  
fantasised	  picture	  of	  ‘magical’	  implications	  of	  microcredit,	  which	  may	  not	  be	  the	  actual	  reality	  by	  
grossly	  overstating	  its	  power	  to	  transform	  women’s	  situations.	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Despite	  these	  criticisms,	  the	  theory	  of	  change	  behind	  microcredit	  provides	  a	  coherent	  framework	  
for	   understanding	   the	   empowerment	   implications	   underpinning	   service	   schemes,	   programs,	  
activities	  and	  strategies	  of	  microcredit	  institutions.	  	  
	  
3.5 Feminist	  theory	  
  
3.5.1 Feminist  theory  –  a  brief   introduction  
In	   this	   section,	   we	   briefly	   introduce	   feminist	   theory,	   which	   later	   will	   be	   employed	   as	   the	  
theoretical	  framework	  for	  our	  analysis.	  Using	  feminist	  theory	  as	  theoretical	  framework	  will	  allow	  
us	  to	  critically	  examine	  whether	  microcredit	  has	  an	  impact	  on	  women’s	  position	  in	  the	  society	  and	  
to	  what	   extent	  microcredit	   leads	   to	   the	   empowerment	   of	   women.	   However,	   our	   aim	   is	   not	   to	  
provide	  a	  full	  historical	  overview	  of	  the	  development	  of	  feminism	  and	  feminist	  theory,	  neither	  to	  
describe	  the	  many	  different	  theoretical	  approaches	  within	  feminist	  theory,	  but	  rather	  to	  introduce	  
the	   broad	   parameters	   concerning	   what	   constitutes	   modern	   feminist	   theory	   and	   to	   provide	   a	  
relatively	   short	   introduction	   of	   feminist	   ideas	   of	   relevance	   to	   our	   project.	   In	   the	   subsequent	  
section,	   ‘Microcredit	   from	   a	   feminist	   perspective’,	   we	  will	   illustrate	   some	   feminists’	   arguments	  
relative	  to	  microcredit	  and	  women	  empowerment,	  which	  will	  chiefly	  feature	  in	  our	  analysis	  of	  the	  
data	   gathered,	   from	   the	   institutions	   we	   are	   studying.	   Prior	   to	   that,	   we	   will	   reflect	   on	   some	  
criticisms	  against	  feminist	  theory.	  	  
In	   short,	   feminist	   theory	   is	   a	   theoretical	   approach	   originating	   from	   feminism,	   the	   social	   and	  
political	   movement	   that	   stretches	   over	   centuries.	   In	   Development	   Paradigms,	   Feminist	  
Perspectives	  and	  Commons	  -­‐	  A	  Theoretical	  Intersection,	  Anuradha	  Pati	  provides	  a	  broad	  definition	  
of	   feminism.	  She	  defines	  feminism	  as	  ”An	  awareness	  of	  women’s	  oppression	  and	  exploitation	   in	  
society,	  at	  work	  and	  within	   the	   family,	  and	  conscious	  action	  by	  men	  and	  women	  to	  change	   this	  
situation.	  ”	  (Pati,	  2006:14).	  	  
To	  begin	  with,	  the	  main	  objective	  of	  feminism	  was	  to	  fight	  for	  basic	  rights	  for	  women,	  such	  as	  the	  
right	  to	  vote	  and	  the	  right	  to	  take	  up	  a	  desired	  profession.	  Later,	  feminism	  also	  fought	  for	  abortion	  
rights	  as	  well	  as	  equal	  pay,	  property	  rights	  etc.	  Modern	  feminism	  arose	  out	  of	  the	  consciousness-­‐
rising	   movement	   of	   the	   1960s,	   where	   women	   theorised	   their	   second-­‐class	   status	   in	   a	   male	  
dominated	   social	  world.	   The	  goal	  was	   to	   combat	  patriarchal	  dominance	   in	  all	   its	  manifestations	  
(Rich,	   2007:16).	   Therefore,	   feminist	   theory	   is	   a	   theoretical	   contribution	   to	   understand	   gender	  
inequality	   and	   the	  mechanisms	   of	   oppression	   of	   women	   in	  modern	   society,	   including	  material,	  
ideological	  and	  institutional	  structures	  of	  oppression	  (Rich,	  2007:	  34,	  51).	  	  
In	  the	  book	  An	  Introduction	  to	  Modern	  Feminist	  Theory,	  Jennifer	  Rich	  explains	  how	  the	  main	  goal	  
of	   feminist	   theoreticians	   today	   is	   the	   rehumanisation	   of	   women.	   According	   to	   her,	   all	   feminist	  
theories	  have	  been	  concerned	  with	  establishing	  a	  subject-­‐position	  of	  women	  on	  an	  equal	  footing	  
with	  men.	  This	   involves	  disentangling	  women	  from	  objectification,	  prejudices	  and	  cultural	  norms	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related	   to	   their	   gender	   (Rich,	   2007:6).	   In	   relation	   to	   this,	   Anuradha	  Pati	   describes	   how	   feminist	  
theoretical	  framework	  has	  influenced	  development	  thinking	  and	  policy.	  Overall,	  there	  has	  been	  a	  
change	   in	   focus	   on	   gender	   rather	   than	   on	   women	   in	   order	   to	   differentiate	   the	   perception	   of	  
women’s	  problem	  in	  terms	  of	  their	  biological	  differences	  with	  men	  towards	  a	  perception	  rooted	  in	  
terms	  of	  social	  relationships	  between	  men	  and	  women.	  Women’s	  capacity	  to	  profit	  from	  access	  to	  
social	   and	   economic	   resources	   is,	   according	   to	   Pati,	   limited	   by	   social	   relations,	   which	   are	  
institutionalised	   in	  gender	  relations.	  Overall,	   feminist	  theory	  seeks	  to	  uncover	  the	  universality	  of	  
gendered	   thinking	   that	   uncritically	   assume	   a	   necessary	   bond	   between	   being	   a	   woman	   and	  
occupying	  certain	  social	  roles	  (Pati,	  2006:13).	  	  	  
	  
3.5.2 Crit icisms  of  feminist  theory        
Despite	  the	   fact	   that	  we	  will	  employ	   feminist	   theory	  as	   the	   framework	   for	  analysing	  and	  testing	  
assumptions	  related	  to	  microcredit	  and	  empowerment	  of	  women,	  we	  will	  briefly	  mention	  a	   few	  
points	  of	  criticisms	  on	  feminist	  theory	  and	  feminism	  in	  general.	  Anuradha	  Pati	  argues	  that	  one	  of	  
the	  major	  problem	  with	  feminism	  in	  many	  women’s	  perception	  is	  that	  it	  has	  become	  a	  checklist	  of	  
attitudes	  and	  runs	  the	  risk	  of	  being	  seen	  as	  allied	  to	  a	  whole	  assortment	  of	  convictions,	  they	  do	  
not	  necessarily	  endorse.	  She	  claims	  that	  ”Many	  women	  identify	  feminism	  with	  specific	  issues	  that	  
may	   or	   may	   not	   include	   them,	   rather	   than	   with	   a	   theory	   of	   self-­‐worth	   that	   applies	   to	   every	  
woman’s	   life	  without	   exception.	   Feminism	   should	  mean,	   on	   an	  overarching	   level,	   nothing	  more	  
complicated	   than	   women’s	   willingness	   to	   act	   politically	   to	   get	   what	   they	   determine	   that	   they	  
need.	  ”	  (Pati,	  2006:15).	  
Despite	  the	  fact	  that	  Pati	  makes	  a	  relevant	  point	  when	  describing	  one	  of	  the	  challenges	  modern	  
feminism	  is	  facing,	  an	  essential	  point	  of	  criticism	  on	  feminism	  is	  likewise	  expressed.	  When	  defining	  
feminism	   as	   an	   awareness	   of	   women’s	   oppression	   in	   society,	   at	   work	   and	   within	   the	   family,	  
oppression	   of	   women	   seems	   to	   be	   outlined	   as	   a	   fact.	   Overall,	   the	   male/female	   relationship	   is	  
being	  characterized	  by	  oppression,	  which	  is	  a	  controversial	  statement.	  Our	  purpose	  for	  employing	  
feminist	  theory	  in	  the	  project	  is	  not	  based	  on	  an	  interest	  in	  advocating	  for	  such	  an	  assumption,	  but	  
simply	   to	   use	   it	   as	   a	   framework	   to	   raise	   and	   reflect	   on	   some	  of	   the	   critical	   issues	   raised	   in	   the	  
literature	  about	  microcredit	  as	  a	  tool	  for	  women	  empowerment.	  In	  the	  following,	  we	  will	  go	  more	  
into	  depth	  with	  how	  microcredit	  is	  perceived	  from	  a	  feminist	  perspective.	  	  
	  
3.5.3 Microcredit  from  a  feminist  perspective     
As	  mentioned	   in	   the	   introduction,	   microcredit	   has	   often	   been	   and	   still	   is	   considered	   a	   tool	   to	  
empower	  women	   in	   developing	   countries	   (Parthasathy,	   2012:1).	  However,	   among	  others,	   some	  
feminist	   theorists	   have	   critically	   examined	   this	   assumption	   by	   questioning	   whether	  microcredit	  
and	  the	  access	  to	  loans	  really	  do	  empower	  women.	  As	  mentioned	  above,	  in	  our	  project	  we	  aim	  at	  
examining	   microcredit	   in	   the	   light	   of	   a	   critical,	   feminist	   perspective.	   In	   the	   following,	   we	   will	  
	   27	  
explain	  some	  of	  the	  main	  points	  made	  by	  feminist	  theories	  on	  microcredit,	  which	  are	  of	  relevance	  
to	  our	  project.	  This	   includes	  examining	  how	  empowerment	   is	  perceived	   in	   feminist	   literature	  on	  
microcredit.	  
A	  feminist	  critique	  of	  the	  microcredit	  approach	  is	  shown	  in	  the	  article	  Women	  and	  Globalisation:	  Is	  
Microcredit	   the	   Answer?	   (2003)	   by	   Pam	   Rajput.	   In	   the	   article,	   Pam	   Rajput	   critically	   examines	  
weather	   microcredit	   is	   empowering	   women	   and	   making	   them	   economic	   actors	   with	   power	  
(Rajput,	  2003:1).	  	  “Can	  providing	  microcredit	  eliminate	  poverty	  and	  lead	  to	  the	  empowerment	  of	  
women?”	  She	  asks	  (Rajput,	  2003:15).	  Rajput	  points	  out	  that:	  ”A	  feminist	  critique	  of	  micro	  credit	  is	  
gradually	  gaining	  ground.	  It	  is	  asserted	  that	  women’s	  ability	  to	  benefit	  from	  micro	  credit	  is	  limited	  
by	   the	   constraints	   they	   experience	   because	   of	   their	   gender,	   which	   limits	   the	   opportunities	  
available	  to	  them.	  These	  include	  a	  woman’s	  lack	  of	  skill,	  experience,	  knowledge	  and	  confidence	  as	  
well	   as	   familial	   and	   socially	   imposed	   constraints	   such	   as	   norms	   of	   behaviour,	   rights	   and	   social	  
values.”	  (Rajput,	  2003:15).	  	  
Furthermore,	   Rajput	   argues	   that	   ”credit	   by	   itself	   cannot	   ensure	   empowerment,	   because	   it	   can	  
never	  overcome	  the	  patriarchal	  systems	  of	  subordination,	  which	  are	  so	  firmly	  entrenched	  in	  our	  
society.”	   (Ibid).	  She	  concludes	  that	  microcredit	  can	  be	  an	   invaluable	  tool	   for	  eliminating	  poverty	  
and	  empowering	  women,	  but	  in	  order	  to	  do	  so,	  women	  should,	  among	  other	  things,	  have	  a	  say	  in	  
their	  homes,	  their	  communities	  and	  their	  states	  in	  order	  to	  actually	  empower	  them.	  	  
One	  might	  argue	  that	  empowerment	  implicitly	  is	  described	  as	  more	  than	  only	  access	  to	  money,	  in	  
the	  text.	  Doing	  the	  empowerment	  of	  women	  through	  credit	  alone	   is	  only	  partial	  empowerment,	  
and	  more	  precisely	  only	  partial	  economic	  empowerment	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  the	  women	  might	  have	  
access	   to	   resources	  but	  not	  necessarily	   the	  skills	  and	  capacity	   to	  secure	  sustainable	   income	  and	  
livelihoods.	   Furthermore,	   human	  and	   social	   empowerment	   is	   not	   achieved	   through	   the	   loans	   in	  
itself,	   since	  women	  do	  not	  have	  the	  full	  control	  over	  their	  own	   lives	  due	  to	  patriarchal	  societies	  
(Rajput,	   2003:15).	   Therefore,	   in	   order	   to	   empower	   women,	   there	   are	   a	   good	   number	   of	  
preconditions	   and	   context	   depending	   issues	   that	   need	   to	   be	   considered,	   as	   mentioned	   above.	  
From	   a	   feminist	   perspective,	   economic	   empowerment	   seem	   to	   be	   highly	   dependent	   on	   human	  
and	  social	  empowerment.	  	  
Another	  point	  made	  by	  Rajput	  is	  that	  the	  impact	  of	  credit	  also	  varies	  in	  accordance	  with	  the	  socio-­‐
economic	  background	  of	   the	   individual	  woman.	  The	  poorest	  amongst	   the	  poor	  may	  not	  be	   in	  a	  
position	  to	  start	  an	  enterprise	  on	  their	  own.	  Furthermore,	  she	  describes	  how	  ”the	  “core”	  poor	  lack	  
access	  to	  markets,	  some	  minimal	  family	  assets	  as	  well	  as	  capacity	  for	  taking	  risks,	  all	  of	  which	  form	  
a	   significant	   aspect	   of	   a	   micro	   credit	   venture.	   In	   this	   context,	   the	   potential	   of	   micro	   credit	   in	  
helping	   the	   poorest	   of	   the	   poor,	   to	   rise	   above	   the	   poverty	   line	   becomes	   a	   questionable	   issue.”	  
(Rajput,	  2003:15).	  
In	  sum,	  women	  taking	  microcredit	  loans	  might	  actually	  end	  up	  being	  worse	  than	  before,	  according	  
to	   Rajput.	   This	   is,	   among	   other	   things,	   due	   to	   the	   fact	   that	   male	   family	   members	   often	   have	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control	  over	  loan	  use,	   leaving	  the	  women	  to	  make	  the	  repayments.	  Even	  in	  cases	  where	  women	  
do	  have	  control	  over	  the	  loan	  use,	  it	  will	  not	  necessarily	  lead	  to	  economic	  empowerment	  due	  to	  
lack	   of	   skills	   etc.,	   as	   mentioned	   earlier.	   Overall,	   microcredit	   schemes	   need	   to	   reinterpret	   its	  
objective	   and	   methodologies	   in	   the	   light	   of	   the	   feminist	   framework	   of	   development	   and	  
empowerment	  in	  order	  to	  meet	  the	  challenges	  offered,	  she	  argues	  (Rajput,	  2003:16).	  	  
In	  relation	  to	  the	  above,	  in	  the	  article	  Fact	  and	  Fiction:	  Examining	  microcredit/Microfinance	  from	  a	  
feminist	   perspective	   by	   Soma	   Kishore	   Parthasathy	   (2012),	   microcredit	   is	   also	   examined	   from	   a	  
critical	  feminist	  perspective.	  Microcredit	  might	  give	  access	  to	  resources,	  but	  the	  approach	  seldom	  
leads	  to	  a	  challenging	  and	  reordering	  of	  patriarchal	  gendered	  division	  in	  labour,	  patterns	  of	  asset	  
ownership,	  and	  decision-­‐making.	  The	  women	  might	  have	  the	  access	  to	  credit,	  but	  not	  necessarily	  
control	  over	  its	  use,	  Parthasathy	  argues	  (Parthasathy,	  2012:5).	  	  
Furthermore,	  Parthasathy	  points	  out	   that	  microcredit	   schemes,	  and	   the	   reason	  why	  women	  are	  
targeted	  is	  built	  on	  the	  assumption	  that	  women	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  use	  the	  money	  on	  well-­‐being	  of	  
their	  families	  and	  the	  households	  than	  men.	  Such	  assumption,	  according	  to	  Parthasathy,	  is	  based	  
on	  an	  essentialist	  view	  of	  women,	  and	  on	  a	  constructed	  gender	  division	  of	   labour.	  The	  idea	  that	  
men	  are	  able	  to	  use	  resources	  as	  they	  see	  fit,	  while	  women	  feel	  compelled	  to	  use	  resources	  for	  
family	  needs,	   is	   in	  the	   light	  of	  a	  patriarchal	  view	  (Parthasathy,	  2012:5).	   In	  such	  a	  view,	  access	  to	  
loans	  offers	  a	  sense	  of	  power,	  as	  the	  women	  can	  gain	  control	  over	  the	  household	  management.	  
However,	   understanding	   power	   in	   this	   way	   is	   in	   the	   light	   of	   a	   liberal	   interpretation	   of	  
empowerment.	   According	   to	   Parthasathy,	   empowerment	   should	   also	   consider	  women’s	   control	  
over	  decision-­‐making	  in	  critical	  areas	  of	  their	  lives	  such	  as	  reproductive	  health	  (Ibid).	  However,	  she	  
concludes	  that	  microcredit	  fails	  to	  challenge	  underlying	  patriarchy	  and	  power	  relations.	  
In	  the	  text,	  empowerment	  is,	  as	  it	  was	  in	  the	  before	  mentioned	  text,	  perceived	  as	  much	  more	  than	  
access	   to	   resources.	   Empowerment	   is	  multidimensional	   and	   involves	   the	   right	   and	   control	   over	  
one’s	  own	  life.	  In	  this	  sense,	  critics	  contend,	  microcredit	  schemes	  do	  not	  live	  up	  to	  their	  promised	  
objectives	   of	   empowering	   women,	   since	   the	   resources	   only	   have	   the	   possibility	   of	   helping	   the	  
women	  gain	  control	  over	  the	  household,	  but	  do	  not	  foster	  power	  in	  women	  to	  act	  on	  issues	  that	  
they	  define	  as	  important.	  
In	  the	  next	  chapter,	  the	  analysis,	  we	  will	  reflect	  on	  the	  data	  gathered	  from	  our	  interviews,	  with	  the	  
microcredit	  practitioners,	  in	  the	  light	  of	  the	  critical	  issues	  raised	  and	  ascertain	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  
their	   service	  programs	  and	  schemes	  address	   the	   issue	  of	  empowerment	  and	  conclude	   the	  work	  
subsequently.	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4 Analysis	  	  
This	   section	   contains	   analyses	   of	   the	   development	   implications	   of	   microcredit	   on	   women’s	  
economic	  empowerment,	  gender	  (in)equality,	  participation	  of	  women	  in	  decision	  making	  and	  the	  
economic	  and	  political	  processes	  at	  the	  levels	  of	  household	  and	  community.	  An	  attempt	  is	  made	  
to	   reflect	   on	   the	   data	   gathered	   in	   the	   light	   of	   the	   change	   theory	   behind	   microcredit	   and	   the	  
feminists’	   critique.	   This	   section	   will	   also	   look	   at	   how	   microcredit	   practitioners	   have	   learnt/are	  
learning	   from	   previous	   experiences	   and	   the	   critical	   perspectives	   to	   update	   and	   modify	   their	  
strategies	  and	  operations.	  	  
	  
4.1 Microcredit	  and	  women’s	  economic	  empowerment	  
SIDA	  (2009:5)	  argues	  that	  “women’s	  economic	  empowerment	  facilitates	  the	  achievement	  of	  other	  
important	   public	   policy	   goals	   such	   as	   economic	   growth,	   improved	   human	   development,	   and	  
reduced	   violence”,	   as	   mentioned	   in	   the	   introduction.	   Thus	   as	   argued	   in	   the	   theory	   of	   change	  
behind	  microcredit,	   economic	   empowerment	   is	   grounded	   as	   a	   “train	   track	   or	  platform”	   for	   the	  
manifestation	   of	   the	   other	   forms	   or	   aspects	   of	   empowerment	   (Sample	   2011:28).	   Being	   the	   tap	  
root	   of	   the	  whole	   empowerment	   science	   of	  microcredit,	   we	   decided	   to	   examine	   the	   extent	   to	  
which	   access	   to	   microcredit	   facilities	   materially	   translate	   into	   the	   realization	   of	   economic	   rise	  
among	  women.	  
CARE	   Denmark’s	   VSLA	   program	   is	   about	   a	   group	   of	   people,	   mainly	   poor	   women	   in	   rural	  
communities,	   with	   limited	   access	   to	   formal	   financial	   services,	   who	   come	   together	   and	   make	  
weekly	  or	  bi	  weekly	  contributions	  to	  a	  common	  fund,	  from	  which	  the	  members	  can	  take	  loans	  –	  
there	   is	   zero	   external	   funding.	   What	   CARE	   Denmark	   does	   is	   to	   provide	   only	   the	   training	   and	  
platform	   for	   the	   women	   to	   come	   together.	   However,	   the	  Women	   At	  Work	   Children	   At	   School	  
(WAWCAS)	  program	  provides	  both	  training	  and	  funding	  to	  the	  beneficiaries.	  	  
This	   financial	   and	   saving	   groups	   arrangement,	   according	   to	   Rolf	  Hernø,	   provides	   the	  women	   “a	  
safe	   place	   to	   put	   their	   money	   [and]	   to	   make	  money	   because	   at	   the	   end	   of	   [each	   group	   cycle	  
usually	  a	   year]	   the	  money	   is	  divided	  according	   to	  how	  much	  you	   saved	  up	  and	   if	  people	  added	  
their	   interests	  along	  the	  way,	  there	  is	  more	  money	  to	  share	  up	  than	  what	  [they]	  put	   in”	  (Hernø,	  
2014:4).	   The	   women	   therefore	   “suddenly	   have	   access	   to	   some	   [accumulated	   savings]	   money	  
which	  they	  can	  invest	  in	  something	  that	  generates	  money”	  (Ibid:	  6).	  In	  the	  case	  of	  WAWCAS,	  Nina	  
Schriver	   notes	   that	   some	   of	   the	   women	   have	   through	   the	   WAWCAS	   program	   become	   quite	  
“wealthy”	  –	  employing	  other	  people	  in	  their	  businesses	  and	  now	  own	  assets	   like	  cars.	  “We	  have	  
830	  women	   in	   the	   program	   now	   and	   only	   4	  women	   have	   not	   succeeded	   in	  making	   an	   income	  
generating	  business”	  (Schriver,	  2014:2,12).	  This	  finding	  is	  in	  sync	  with	  Mayoux’s	  (2003)	  argument	  
that	   access	   to	  microcredit	   facilities	   avails	  women	   funds	   that	   they	   can	   “invest	   in	   income-­‐earning	  
activities”	  (p.12).	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However	  in	  the	  critical	  literature,	  as	  argued	  by	  Consa	  &	  Paprocki	  (2010),	  merely	  because	  women	  
have	  access	  to	  funds	  does	  not	  necessarily	  mean	  they	  are	  the	  “controllers”	  of	  the	  same,	  let	  alone	  to	  
invest	   them	   and	   become	   empowered	   economically.	   Rajput	   (2003)	   supports	   this	   view	   with	   a	  
feminist	  voice	  that	  “male	  family	  members	  often	  have	  control	  over	  loan	  use,	  leaving	  the	  women	  to	  
make	   the	   repayments”.	   In	   support	   of	   the	   feminist	   position,	   Parthasathy	   adds	   that	   “the	  women	  
might	   have	   access	   to	   credit,	   but	   not	   necessarily	   control	   over	   its	   use”	   (Parthasathy,	   2012:5).	  
However	   Hernø	   argues	   that	   his	   experiences	   with	   the	   VSLA	   groups	   contradict	   these	   claims.	   He	  
deserves	  to	  speak	  in	  his	  own	  voice	  on	  this:	  
“They	   [the	   women]	   hold	   the	  money	   because	   they	   take	   it	   back	   from	   the	  
group,	   it’s	  not	  that	  the	  men	  take	  the	  money,	  and	  they	  make	  decisions	  on	  
daily	   basis	   but	   the	  bigger	   economic	  decision	   still	   rests	  with	   the	  men.	  We	  
have	  lots	  and	  lots	  of	  anecdotal	  "evidence"	  stories	  about	  women	  who	  say	  I	  
am	  now	  much	  stronger	  in	  my	  family	  because	  I	  have	  the	  money,	  I	  can	  lend	  
money	  to	  my	  husband”	  (Hernø,	  2014:6).	  	  
	  
Originally,	  "microcredit	   is	  supposed	  to	  [be	  used]	  to	  support	   income-­‐generating	  businesses	  aimed	  
at	   lifting	   the	   poor	   out	   of	   poverty”	   (Yunus,	   2007:68).	   Although	   Hernø	   notes	   “this	   myth	   that	   it	  
should	  always	  be	  on	  productive	  purposes”,	  the	  case	  on	  the	  field	  he	  said	   is	  that	  “sometimes	  [the	  
women]	   spend	   [the	   money]	   on	   parties”	   recounting	   further	   that	   “productive	   investments	   are	  
most[ly]	   risky”	   (Hernø,	   2014:6).	   However,	   contrary	   to	   the	   views	   of	   Yunus,	   Hernø	   noted	   that	  
spending	   the	   credit	   in	   such	   a	   consumptive	  manner	   can	   be	   as	   “wise”	   as	   investing	   in	   an	   income	  
generating	  activity	  “because	  it’s	  an	  investment	  of	  sort	  in	  networks,	  when	  you	  get	  into	  trouble	  you	  
can	  call	  on	  that	  person	  who	  came	  to	  the	  party”	  (Ibid:7).	  	  He	  supports	  his	  view	  with	  something	  he	  
learnt	   from	  “one	  of	   [his]	   colleagues”	  who	  did	  a	   field	   study	  at	  Niger.	  The	  whole	  narration	  of	   the	  
Niger	  case	  captured	  in	  our	  interview	  with	  Hernø	  is	  reproduced	  below:	  	  
”In	  Niger	  there	  are	  these	  very	  interesting	  networks	  that	  build	  resilience	  and	  
what	  I	  learn	  from	  one	  of	  my	  colleagues	  who	  went	  there	  and	  studied	  is	  that	  
for	  example	  going	  to	  baptismal	  party	   is	  a	  huge	  thing.	  And	  very	  often	  you	  
have	   no	   idea	   about	   the	   name	   of	   the	   baby	   because	   that	   is	   not	   the	  most	  
important	   thing	   but	   it’s	   about	   going	   to	   the	   party,	  meeting	   other	   people	  
giving	  gifts	   so	   you	  might	  need	  money	   for	  gift.	  And	   that	  gift	   put	   you	   in	  a	  
relationship	  to	  other	  people	  who	  can	  then	  help	  you	  if	  you	  have	  a	  problem	  
later”	  (Hernø,	  2014:7).	  
	  
Hernø	  therefore	  concludes	  that	  “investment	  in	  your	  social	  network	  and	  your	  economic	  setting	  is	  a	  
very	  wise	  investment	  in	  some	  cases”	  adding	  that	  “it’s	  up	  to	  people	  to	  decide	  what	  they	  need	  the	  
money	   for”	   (Ibid:6).	   But	   however	   convincing	   this	   argument	   for	   investment	   outside	   productive	  
ventures	  may	  seem,	  it	  is	  clearly	  at	  variance	  with	  CARE	  Denmark’s	  profound	  position	  that	  “women	  
are	   careful	   strategists	   [and]	   shrewd	   risk-­‐takers	   [who	   always]	   have	   an	   eye	   for	   economic	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opportunities”	   (CARE,	   2009:	   2).	   Also	   it	   rebuts	   microcredit	   change	   theory’	   claim	   that	   investing	  
credits	  in	  productive	  ventures	  best	  serve	  beneficiaries	  –	  as	  argued	  by	  Hernø	  above,	  “investment	  in	  
social	  network	  and	  economic	  settings”	  could	  also	  be	  beneficial	  in	  some	  cases.	  	  
However,	  in	  the	  case	  of	  WAWCAS,	  one	  can	  discern	  a	  high	  rate	  of	  investment	  in	  income	  generating	  
activities.	  However,	  this	  appears	  so	  because	  WAWCAS	  have	  “trainers”	  who	  stay	  with	  the	  women	  
at	   the	   villages	   and	   they	  make	   sure	   the	  women	   invest	   credits	   in	   compliance	  with	   the	   “business	  
plans”	  presented	  by	  the	  women	  in	  justification	  of	  their	  need	  to	  be	  granted	  loan,	  hence	  lowering	  
the	  tendencies	  of	  women	  using	  the	  money	  for	  other	  purposes.	   	  This	  observation	  is	  derived	  from	  
the	  below	  submission	  of	  Shcriver:	  
	  
”All	   our	   trainers	   must	   live	   in	   the	   village.	   They’re	   not	   just	   visiting	   the	  
program.	  They	  live	  in	  the	  area.	  The	  women	  make	  a	  business	  plan	  and	  after	  
one	  week,	  latest	  one	  week,	  they	  must	  have	  started	  that	  business.	  So	  before	  
that	  we	   [do	   the	   rounds]	  with	   the	  women	  where	   do	  we	   buy	   the	   chicken?	  
Where	  do	  we	  go	  and	  buy	  the	  pigs?	  Where	  will	  you	  buy	  the	  meat	  for	  your	  
meat	  shop?	  Where	  will	   you	  buy	   the	  clothes	   for	  your	  clothes	  shop?	  So	  we	  
follow	   them	   totally	   close,	   closely,	   and	   we	   see	   with	   our	   own	   eyes	   they	  
started	  this	  business,	  this	  [business	  is]	  opened	  here”	  (Schriver,	  2014:11).	  
	  
Related	   here	   is	   microcredit	   proponents’	   argument	   that	   when	   women	   experience	   economic	  
empowerment,	  they	  tend	  to	  invest	  a	  lot	  in	  their	  children’s	  education,	  health	  and	  other	  aspects	  of	  
their	   families’	   life	  more	   than	  men.	   Yunus	   (2007)	   leads	   this	   school	   of	   thought	  with	   this	   opinion:	  
“When	  men	  make	  money,	  they	  tend	  to	  spend	  it	  on	  themselves,	  but	  when	  women	  make	  money,	  
they	  bring	  benefits	  to	  the	  whole	  family,	  particularly	  the	  children.	  Thus	  lending	  to	  women	  creates	  a	  
cascading	  effect	  that	  brings	  social	  benefits	  as	  well	  as	  economic	  benefits	  to	  the	  whole	  family	  and	  
ultimately	  to	  the	  entire	  community”	  (Yunus	  2007:55).	  	  
We	   therefore	   sought	   to	   find	   out	   the	   veracity	   of	   this	   claim	   in	   respect	   of	   VSLA	   and	   WAWCAS	  
programs.	   Schriver	   submitted	   that	   “after	   one	   year,	   90%	   of	   the	  women’s	   children	   go	   to	   private	  
schools,	  which	  are	  much	  better	  schools	  than	  government	  schools.	  So	  that	  means	  that	  the	  women,	  
as	  soon	  as	  they	   lift	   themselves	  a	   little	  bit	  out	  of	  starving	  and	  not	  having	  money	  for	  anything,	  as	  
soon	   as	   they	   have	   that,	   they	   really	   prioritize	   very	   highly	   the	   children’s	   education”	   (Schriver,	  
2014:4).	   Similarly,	   Hernø	   also	   noted	   that	   when	   “women	   have	   their	   own	   work	   and	   their	   own	  
investments,	  they	  take	  care	  of	  the	  children	  usually	  and	  they	  feed	  the	  children,	  they	  pay	  the	  school	  
fees	  and	  uniforms	  and	  all	  that”	  (Hernø,	  2014:6).	  However,	  as	  argued	  by	  the	  feminists,	  hardly	  can	  
this	  behavior	  of	  women	  be	  attributed	  to	  their	  being	  women	  per	  se.	  Such	  assumption,	  Parthasathy	  
argues,	  is	  based	  on	  an	  “essentialist	  view	  of	  women	  and	  on	  a	  constructed	  gender	  division	  of	  labour	  
(Parthasathy,	  2012:5).	  Indeed,	  the	  tendency	  is	  that	  women	  do	  use	  the	  money	  on	  their	  families	  and	  
children,	  but	  such	  behaviour	  might	  just	  as	  well	  be	  socially	  constructed	  and	  therefore	  not	  inherited	  
or	  essential	  to	  their	  gender.	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Another	   finding	   which	   emerged	   as	   a	   challenge	   to	   the	   conventional	   view	   on	   microcredit	   and	  
economic	  empowerment	   is	  Hernø’s	  striking	  argument	  that	   it	  cannot	  “pick	  up	  the	  poorest	  of	   the	  
poor”	  and	  can	  even	  reinforce	  “inequalities	  between	  those	   in	  the	  [microcredit]	  groups	  and	  those	  
outside	  groups	  and	  between	  groups”	  in	  the	  community.	  	  In	  opposition	  to	  Yunus’	  (2007)	  claim	  that	  
microcredit	   provides	   “financial	   and	   social	   services	   to	   the	   poorest	   of	   the	   poor”	   (p.263),	   Hernø	  
submitted	  that:	  
	  
”So	   you	   have	   inequalities	   in	   the	   groups	   -­‐	   you	   have	   inequalities	   between	  
those	   in	   the	   groups	   and	   those	   outside	   groups	   and	   between	   groups.	   So	  
nobody	  should	  say	  that	  it’s	  a	  way	  to	  pick	  up	  the	  poorest	  of	  the	  poor.	  It	  does	  
not	  work	  for	  the	  poorest	  of	  the	  poor.	  They	  don’t	  not	  have	  any	  resources	  -­‐	  
to	  say	  they	  do	  not	  have	  money,	  they	  have	  no	  access	  to	  monetized	  economy	  
in	  the	  worst	  cases”	  (Hernø,	  2014:7)	  
	  
In	   Hernø’s	   experiential	   view,	   microcredit	   “does	   work	   in	   various	   poor	   communities,	   but	   only	   if	  
people	   have	   a	   little	   bit	   of	  money	   to	   save	   up	   otherwise	   there	   is	   no	   point	   [because]	   you	   need	   a	  
surplus”	  (Ibid.).	  This	  finding	  collaborates	  Morduch	  &	  Haley’s	  argument	  that	  not	  all	  poor	  people	  are	  
suitable	  candidates	  for	  microcredit.	  Morduch	  &	  Haley	  (2007)	  thus	  contend	  that:	  	  
	  
”[Microcredit]	  is	  not	  for	  everyone.	  Most	  importantly,	  entrepreneurial	  skills	  
and	   ability	   are	   necessary	   to	   run	   a	   successful	  microenterprise	   and	   not	   all	  
potential	   customers	   are	   equally	   able	   to	   take	  on	  debt.	  While	   these	  points	  
will	  be	  true	  across	  all	  strata	  of	  poverty,	  it	  is	  assumed	  that	  they	  will	  have	  a	  
greater	  effect	  on	  the	  very	  poorest.	  The	  sick,	  mentally	  ill,	  destitute	  etc.	  who	  
form	  a	  minority	  of	  those	  living	  below	  the	  poverty	  line	  are	  typically	  not	  good	  
candidates	  for	  [microcredit]	  ”	  (Morduch	  &	  Haley,	  2007:2).	  
	  
The	   finding	  analysed	  above	  effectively	  strengthens	   feminists’	   critique	   that	   ‘‘the	  “core”	  poor	   lack	  
access	  to	  markets,	  some	  minimal	  family	  assets	  as	  well	  as	  capacity	  for	  taking	  risks,	  all	  of	  which	  form	  
a	  significant	  aspect	  of	  a	  micro	  credit	  venture	  [and	  that]	  the	  potential	  of	  micro	  credit	  in	  helping	  the	  
poorest	  of	  the	  poor,	  to	  rise	  above	  the	  poverty	  line	  in	  this	  context	  becomes	  a	  questionable	  issue”	  
(Rajput,	   2003:15).	   Thus,	  microcredit	   is	   not	   as	   contended	   by	  Mader	   (2011)	   “the	  modern	   “Robin	  
Hood”	  some	  have	  claimed	  it	  to	  be”	  (Mader,	  2011:5).	  	  
We	  note	   further	   that	  Hernø’s	  observation	   that	  CARE’s	  VSLA	  program	  does	  not	   reach	  out	   to	   the	  
poorest	   of	   the	   poor	   does	   not	   only	   challenge	   the	   conventional	   view	   about	   microcredit	   and	  
economic	  empowerment	  but	  also	  a	  gap	  emerges	  when	  this	  view	  is	  juxtaposed	  against	  that	  of	  his	  
colleague	  CARE	  representative,	  Lauren	  Hendricks’	  claim	  that	  the	  VSLA	  program	  reaches	  out	  to	  “the	  
most	   poor,	   the	   most	   marginalized”	   (Hendrick,	   2011	   cited	   in	   Meisner-­‐Jensen,	   2011:97).	   In	   his	  
presentation	  of	  CARE’s	  Access	  Africa	  program	  at	  CARE	  Denmark’s	  Country	  Office	  on	  May	  4th	  2011,	  
Lauren	  Hendrick	  CARE’s	  Access	  Africa	  Executive	  Director	  recounted	  that:	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”CARE	   had	   developed	   a	   methodology	   in	   Niger	   called	   Village	   Savings	   &	  
Loans	  Associations.	  This	  methodology	  has	  proven	  very	  effective	  at	  reaching	  
the	  type	  of	  people	  that	  CARE	  is	  interested	  in	  reaching;	  the	  most	  poor,	  the	  
most	   marginalized	   and	   people	   in	   rural	   communities	   –	   and	   have	   a	  
significant	  impact	  on	  their	  lives”	  (Hendrick,	  2011,	  cited	  in	  Meisner-­‐Jensen,	  
2011:97).	  	  
	  
However,	  in	  direct	  contrast	  to	  Hernø’s	  observation,	  Schriver	  argued	  that	  the	  “ultra-­‐poor”	  are	  very	  
central	   to	   the	  WAWCAS	  program:	  “We’re	  working	  with	  the	  ultra-­‐poor	   [and	  the]	  poor”	   (Schriver,	  
2014:	  5).	  Though,	  a	  vacuum	  emerges	  when	  WAWCAS’	  approach	  for	   identifying	  and	  selecting	  the	  
people	  considered	  here	  as	  “ultra-­‐poor”	  is	  analysed.	  Schriver	  submitted	  that:	  “We,	  off	  course	  lean	  
upon	  [WHO]	  international	  definition	  of	  what	  does	  it	  mean	  to	  be	  ultra-­‐poor”.	  She	  adds,	  however,	  
that	  “we	  go	  to	   the	  community,	   the	  village,	  and	  then	  we	  ask	   them	  to	  setup	  social	  and	  economic	  
indicators	  of	  what	  does	  it	  mean	  in	  your	  community	  to	  be	  poor	  (Schriver,	  2014:5	  –	  6).	  So	  at	  the	  end	  
of	  the	  day,	  the	  women,	  as	  Schriver	  concluded,	  “would	  have	  actually	  created	  the	  criteria	  [for	  the	  
ultra-­‐poor	  or	  poor	  people]	  themselves”	  (Schriver,	  2014:6)	  and	  this	  is	  where	  the	  vacuum	  emerges.	  
The	   question	   is:	   which	   of	   the	   two	   “criteria”	   of	   ultra-­‐poor	   or	   poor	  was	   actually	   used	   –	   is	   it	   the	  
WHO’s	   criteria	   mentioned	   earlier	   or	   the	   one	   constructed	   by	   the	   women?	   Given	   the	   ambiguity	  
surrounding	  WAWCAS’	  ultra-­‐poor’s	  identification	  and	  selection	  criteria,	  Schriver’s	  claim	  of	  working	  
with	  the	  ultra-­‐poor	  may	  be	  accepted	  but	  not	  without	  some	  degree	  of	  caution.	  	  
In	  the	  critical	  literature,	  microcredit’s	  economic	  empowerment	  potential	  is	  not	  only	  disputed	  but	  
also	  it	   is	  contended	  that	  microcredit	  sometimes	  leaves	  their	  women	  beneficiaries	  worse	  off	  than	  
they	   were	   prior	   to	   their	   inclusion.	   Stewart	   et	   al	   lead	   this	   school	   of	   thought	   with	   this	   critique:	  
“Some	  people	  are	  made	  poorer,	  and	  not	  richer,	  by	  microfinance,	  particularly	  micro-­‐credit	  clients”	  
(Stewart	  et	  al,	  2010:6).	  Consa	  &	  Paprocki	  (2010)	  argue	  that	  their	  study	  in	  Bangladesh	  showed	  that	  
rather	  than	  empowering	  women,	  microcredit	  tends	  to	  throw	  many	  of	  them	  into	  deepened	  “cycles	  
of	  debt	  and	  dependency,	  new	  forms	  of	  exploitation,	  misery	  and	  control”	  (Consa	  &	  Paprocki,	  2010:	  
pp.	  642,	  643	  &	  644).	  Larry	  Reeds’	  State	  of	  the	  Campaign	  Report	  (2011),	  New	  York	  Times	  and	  other	  
media	   reports	   in	  2011	   claimed	   that	  54	  women	   in	  Andhra	  Pradesh	   “committed	   suicide	   [in	  2009]	  
because	  of	  unsavoury	  and	  threatening	  collection	  practices	  of	  microlenders”	  (Sample,	  2011:14).	  	  	  
The	   possible	   explanation	   for	   this	   unpleasant	   news	   about	  microcredit	   could	   be	   that	  microcredit	  
proponents	   justify	   their	  claim	  of	  poor	  people’s	  creditworthiness	  with	  high	   repayment	   rates	   (See	  
Yunus,	   2007).	   Therefore,	   the	   prioritization	   of	   desire	   to	   demonstrate	   high	   rates	   of	   repayment	  
makes	  some	  microcredit	  institutions	  inflexible	  and	  abusive	  thereby	  forcing	  their	  women	  clients	  to	  
starve	  their	  families,	  deny	  their	  children’s	  educational	  needs	  and	  typically	  do	  multiple	  borrowing	  
(from	  two	  or	  more	  other	  microcredit	   institutions,	  moneylenders	  or	  family	  members),	   in	  order	  to	  
meet	  harsh	  “repayment	  schedules”,	  as	  mentioned	  before.	  Consa	  &	  Paprocki	  captured	  the	  case	  of	  a	  
poor	  woman	  in	  Bangladesh	  as:	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”If	  I	  owe	  1000	  taka	  but	  I	  don’t	  have	  any	  money	  to	  make	  my	  payment,	  I	  go	  
to	  the	  mohajan	  [moneylender]	  to	  repay	  the	  NGO	  loan.	  After	  repaying	  the	  
NGO	  loan,	  I	  take	  another	  loan	  from	  them	  to	  repay	  the	  money	  I	  took	  from	  
the	  mohajan.	  This	  is	  how	  we	  manage	  the	  NGO	  and	  the	  mohajans	  together”	  
(Consa	  &	  Paprocki,	  2010:644).	  
	  
Indeed	   in	  most	   cases	   “some	   loan	   officers	   often	   encourage	   their	   clients	   to	   take	   out	   loans	   from	  
‘competing’	   institutions	   to	   meet	   repayment	   schedules”	   (Ibid:643).	   The	   consequential	   burden	  
associated	  with	   this	   is	  what	  Consa	  &	  Paprocki	   (2010)	   finely	   summarises	   in	   the	   following	  moving	  
words:	   “The	   adherence	   to	   a	   strict	   repayment	   schedule	   and	   to	   the	   financial	   discipline	   of	  weekly	  
repayment	   forces	  many	   recipients	   deeper	   into	   debt”	   (p.645).	   In	   some	   cases,	   the	   indebtedness	  
results	   from	   the	   charging	  of	   usurious	   interests	  on	   contracted	   loans	   (Sample,	   2011).	  Against	   this	  
background,	  we	  sought	   to	   find	  out	   the	  case	  of	  CARE	  Denmark’s	  VSLA	  and	  WAWCAS	  microcredit	  
schemes	  with	  respect	  to	  indebtedness	  of	  women	  beneficiaries.	  	  
Contrary	  to	  the	  case	  of	  other	  schemes	  where	  “some	  loan	  officers	  often	  encourage	  their	  clients	  to	  
take	   out	   loans	   from	   ‘competing’	   institutions	   to	  meet	   repayment	   schedules”	   (Consa	  &	   Paprocki,	  
2010:643),	   in	  respect	  of	  WAWCAS,	  Schriver	  stated	  that	  “from	  the	  very	  first	  day,	  we	  really,	  really	  
try	   to	   tell	   the	  women	  and	   to	  make	   them	   trust	   that	   ‘don’t	  ever,	   ever	  go	  any	  other	  places	   if	   you	  
cannot	  pay	  back,	  its	  okay	  to	  make	  a	  failure.	  We	  know	  it	  can	  happen”	  (Schriver,	  2014:10).	  
In	  the	  case	  of	  CARE’s	  VSLA	  scheme,	  our	  interlocutor	  Rolf	  Hernø	  shared	  these	  views:	  
	  
”It’s	  our	  impression	  that,	  the	  problem	  is	  much	  less	  at	  least	  in	  VSLA	  groups	  
because	  its	  savings	  based	  -­‐	  it’s	  a	  place	  you	  put	  your	  money	  and	  secondary	  
only	  a	  lending	  facility.	  	  Groups	  make	  decisions	  on	  individual	  loans	  so	  loans	  
are	   sort	   of	   approved	   not	   by	   a	   banking	   officer	   who	   has	   an	   interest	   in	  
pushing	   loans.	   The	   difference	   between	   other	  microcredit	   facilities	   is	   that	  
it’s	  not	  a	  business	  as	  such.	  So	  it	  doesn’t	  depend	  on	  people	  taking	  loans	  so	  
there	  is	  no	  push	  usually	  to	  take	  loans-­‐	  it’s	  the	  reverse	  actually.	  We	  tend	  to	  
believe	  it	  is	  at	  least	  less	  than	  for	  other	  microcredit	  that	  give	  loans	  as	  their	  
primary	  business”	  (Hernø,	  2014:7).	  	  
	  
Thus,	  the	  reduced	  possibility	  of	  the	  VSLA	  program	  throwing	  its	  women’s	  groups	  into	  indebtedness	  
is	   primarily	   because	   it	   is	   savings	   oriented.	   Secondly,	   lending	   is	   secondary	   and	   that	   its	   primary	  
“business”	  unlike	  other	  microcredit	  schemes	  is	  not	  giving	   loans	  and	  finally	  the	  groups	  that	  make	  
decisions	  on	  and	  approve	  of	   individual	   loans	  are	  not	   like	  banking	  officers	  who	  have	   interests	   in	  
pushing	   loans.	   Simply	   put,	   the	   studied	   schemes’	   potential	   to	   cause	   indebtedness	   is	   heavily	  
constrained	   by	   their	   non-­‐profit	   focus.	   This	   view	   of	   Hernø,	   as	   he	   said	   himself,	   is	   only	   their	  
“impression”,	  indeed	  he	  was	  honestly	  emphatic	  that	  he	  “cannot	  give	  a	  good	  answer	  on	  how	  [they]	  
monitor	   indebtedness	   and	   that	  whilst	   he	   is	   “sure	   [that]	   it	   happens,	   he	   has	   “no	   idea	   about	   the	  
extent	  of	  it”.	  However,	  the	  strength	  of	  this	  impression	  in	  terms	  of	  how	  it	  enables	  understanding	  of	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microcredit	  and	  beneficiaries’	  indebtedness	  cannot	  be	  downplayed	  especially	  given	  how	  it	  neatly	  
collaborates	  the	  perspectives	  of	  some	  literatures	  in	  respect	  of	  that.	  
Sample	  (2011)	  notes	  that	  the	  charging	  of	  usurious	  “interest	  rates	  as	  high	  as	  120%,	  little	  evaluation	  
of	  a	  borrower’s	  ability	  to	  pay,	  no	  support	  for	  repayment,	  no	  requirement	  that	   loans	  be	  used	  for	  
income	  generation,	  and	  overreaching	  collection	  practices”	  which	  lead	  to	  microcredit	  beneficiaries	  
becoming	  indebted	  is	  primarily	  because	  of	  the	  entry	  of	  “many	  profit-­‐maximizing	  lenders	  into	  the	  
field”	  (Sample,	  2011:3).	  Thus,	  the	  problem	  of	  indebtedness	  is	  less	  a	  problem	  of	  microcredit	  per	  se,	  
but	  more	  associated	  with	  the	  focus	  of	  the	  particular	  scheme	  under	  examination	  –	  whether	  for	  or	  
not	  for	  profit.	  This	  emerged	  finding	  in	  this	  study	  provides	  some	  perspectives	  to	  fill	  the	  identified	  
literature	  gap,	  where	  dissimilar	  microcredit	  schemes	  with	  varying	  programs	  are	  bundled	  together,	  
despite	   their	   variations	   in	  mission	  and	   features	   in	  accessing	   their	   respective	   impacts	  on	  women	  
empowerment.	  	  
As	  observed	  in	  the	  microcredit	  theory	  of	  change,	  basically,	  microcredit’s	  empowerment	  thread	  is	  
tied	   to	  women’s	   economic	   empowerment	   –	   that	   economic	   empowerment	   offers	   consequential	  
opportunities	   for	   the	   other	   areas	   or	   aspects	   of	   empowerment,	   like	   social	   and	   political	  
empowerment,	   to	   manifest	   (Centre	   for	   Economic	   and	   Business	   Research,	   2008:13).	   	   Thus	   the	  
theory	   of	   change	   behind	   microcredit	   grounds	   economic	   empowerment	   as	   a	   “train	   track	   or	  
platform”	  (Sample	  2011:28),	  which	  has	  a	  cascading	  potential	  of	  leading	  to	  other	  forms	  or	  aspects	  
of	   empowerment.	   The	   Swedish	   International	   Development	   Agency’s	   (SIDA)	   views	   the	   whole	  
empowerment	   science	   from	  this	  perspective:	   “Women’s	  economic	  empowerment	   facilitates	   the	  
achievement	  of	  other	   important	  public	  policy	   goals	   such	  as	  economic	   growth,	   improved	  human	  
development,	  and	  reduced	  violence”	  (SIDA,	  2009:5).	  Yunus	  seems	  to	  support	  this	  line	  of	  reasoning	  
given	  his	  argument	  that:	  “lending	  to	  women	  creates	  a	  cascading	  effect	  that	  brings	  social	  benefits	  
as	  well	  as	  economic	  benefits	  to	  the	  whole	  family	  and	  ultimately	  to	  the	  entire	  community”	  (Yunus	  
2007:55).	   However,	   this	   is	   where	   microcredit	   meets	   its	   most	   scathing	   attack	   from	   critics	   –	  
especially	   the	   feminists.	   Critics	   argue	   that	   such	   a	   view	   oversimplifies	   women’s	   situation	   and	  
creates	  a	  pseudo	   impression	  that	  with	  credit,	  all	  women’s	  problems	  are	  sorted.	   	  Thus	  central	   to	  
the	  critique	  is	  the	  argument	  that	  whilst	  microcredit	  might	  avail	  women	  some	  funds,	  the	  access	  to	  
or	   availability	   of	   the	   funds	   in	   itself	   does	   not	   resolve	   the	   several	   insidious	   relationship	   and	  
structural	   impediments	   of	  women.	   Rajput	   (2003)	   leads	   the	   feminist	   theorists	  with	   this	   critique:	  
“Women’s	   ability	   to	   benefit	   from	   micro	   credit	   is	   limited	   by	   the	   constraints	   they	   experience	  
because	   of	   their	   gender,	   which	   limits	   the	   opportunities	   available	   to	   them.	   These	   include	   a	  
woman’s	   lack	   of	   skill,	   experience,	   knowledge	   and	   confidence	   as	   well	   as	   familial	   and	   socially	  
imposed	  constraints	  such	  as	  norms	  of	  behaviour,	  rights	  and	  social	  values.”	  (Rajput,	  2003:15).	  Thus.	  
“credit	   by	   itself	   cannot	   ensure	   empowerment,	   because	   it	   can	   never	   overcome	   the	   patriarchal	  
systems	   of	   subordination,	  which	   are	   so	   firmly	   entrenched	   in	   our	   society”	   (Ibid).	   From	   a	   similar	  
feminist	  critical	  perspective,	  microcredit	  might	  give	  access	   to	   resources,	  Parthasathy	  argues,	  but	  
the	   approach	   seldom	   leads	   to	   challenging	   and	   reordering	   of	   patriarchal	   gendered	   division	   in	  
labour,	  patterns	  of	  asset	  ownership,	  and	  decision-­‐making	  (Parthasathy,	  2012:5).	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So	  whilst	   the	   proponents	   argue	   for	   a	   cascading	   development	   implication	   of	  women’s	   economic	  
empowerment,	  in	  terms	  of	  festering	  other	  aspects	  of	  empowerment,	  critics,	  mainly	  feminists,	  are	  
not	   only	   ambivalent	   about	   this	   but	   also	   they	   contend	   that	   hardly	   do	   economic	   empowerment	  
translates	  into	  other	  forms	  of	  empowerment.	  Against	  these	  split	  views,	  we	  sought	  views	  on	  how	  
economic	  empowerment	  does	  or	  does	  not	  fester	  other	  forms	  of	  empowerment	  in	  the	  context	  of	  
the	  microcredit	  schemes’	  studied.	  	  
Hernø	   agrees	   on	   the	   position	   that	   empowering	   women	   economically	   can	   translate	   into	   other	  
areas	  of	  empowerment	  but	  added	  that	  “it’s	  usually	  more	  indirect”	  (Hernø,	  2014:4).	  	  
	  
”The	   first	   step	   is	   always	   to	   get	   the	   groups	   working	   and	   to	   get	   them	  
working	  as	  financial	  and	  savings	  groups	  because	  if	  you	  start	  with	  too	  many	  
objectives	  it	  gets	  confusing	  and	  it’s	  unclear	  to	  people	  why	  they	  are	  in	  these	  
groups.	  The	  main	  interest	  for	  most	  is	  to	  get	  started,	  to	  have	  a	  safe	  place	  to	  
put	   their	  money,	   to	  make	  money	   [then]	   you	   could	   start	   adding	   on	   other	  
types	  of	  training	  and	  awareness	  raising.	  
	  Sometimes	  in	  a	  meeting	  where…	  okay,	  they	  concluded	  around,	  they	  made	  
their	  saving,	  they	  counted	  their	  money	  and	  all	  these	  rituals	  and	  then	  there	  
is	   an	   opportunity	   to	   discuss	   and	   it	   can	   be	   a	   facilitated	   discussion,	   then	   I	  
would	  say	  if	  you	  want	  to	  approach	  a	  head	  on	  like	  inheritance;	  ‘what	  if	  your	  
husband	   dies?’	   and	   then	   they	   would	   start	   talking	   and	   then	   there	   is	   a	  
discussion	  on	  that	  and	  that’s	  women’s	  empowerment	  in	  a	  very	  basic	  sense	  
because	   usually	   it	   leads	   to	   the	   conclusion	   of	  many	  women	   [saying]	   that:	  
‘What’!	  This	   is	  not	   fair	  enough;	  we	  have	   to	  do	   something	  about	   it!’	   So	   it	  
shouldn’t	   be	   directive	   and	   we	   cannot	   teach	   rights	   in	   the	   sense	   of	   just	  
having	  a	  lecture	  on	  rights.	  It	  has	  to	  come	  from	  lived	  experiences	  and	  it	  has	  
to	  come	  from	  your	  own	  perception	  of	  a	  need	  to	  change	  and	  to	  understand”	  
(Hernø,	  2014:5-­‐6).	  
	  
“The	   effects	   in	  Vietnam	  were	   very	   clear.	   After	   three	   years,	   these	  women	  were	   very	   strong	   and	  
were	  leading	  in	  their	  communities	  in	  terms	  of	  setting	  new	  agendas	  and	  making	  demands	  to	  village	  
leaderships	  and	  so	  we	  were	  very	  happy	  in	  the	  end”	  (Hernø,	  2014:5).	  What	  can	  be	  discerned	  is	  that	  
whilst	   empowering	  women	  economically	   can	   translate	   into	  other	   areas	   of	   empowerment,	  what	  
actually	  festers	  this	  is	  not	  the	  credit	  per	  se,	  but	  the	  platform	  or	  opportunity	  to	  add	  other	  training	  
and	   awareness	   programs	   and	   discussion	   of	   common	   problems	   that	   ensue	   when	   women	   are	  
organised	  into	  economic	  groups	  –	  financial	  and	  savings	  groups.	  	  
	  
4.2 Microcredit	  and	  women’s	  decision	  making	  within	  the	  family	  and	  household	  
Microcredit	   is	  celebrated	  for	  its	  expansive	  impact	  on	  women.	  The	  Microcredit	  Summit	  Campaign	  
Report	  for	  the	  year	  2000,	  “Empowering	  Women	  with	  Microcredit,”	  reports	  on	  a	  1999	  tally	  of	  over	  
	   37	  
1,000	  programs	  in	  which	  75	  percent	  of	  clients	  were	  women	  (Microcredit	  Summit	  Campaign	  cited	  
in	  Aghion	  and	  Morduch	  2005:179).	   In	   relation	  to	  this,	  Hermes	  and	  Lensik	  peg	  the	  percentage	  of	  
women	   beneficiaries	   at	   84%	   (Hermes	   and	   Lensik,	   2007:1).	   However,	   does	   women’s	   access	   or	  
increased	  access	  to	  finance	  have	  any	  implications	  on	  their	  status	  in	  the	  household	  with	  respect	  to	  
decision	  making?	  	  	  
Two	  positions	  emerge	  in	  response	  to	  this	  question.	  The	  likes	  of	  Aghion	  and	  Morduch	  (2005)	  argue	  
that	  increase	  in	  access	  and	  control	  of	  resources	  by	  women	  enhances	  their	  bargaining	  power	  which	  
manifests	   in	   greater	   control	   over	   economic	   decisions	   within	   the	   household.	   Thus,	   access	   to	  
microcredit	   services	   “promote	   their	   rights	   and	   improve	   their	   bargaining	   power	   vis-­‐à-­‐vis	   their	  
husbands	   or	   other	   male	   family	   members.”	   (Aghion	   and	  Morduch,	   2005:191-­‐192).	   It	   thus	   helps	  
women	  to	  have	  a	  feeling	  of	  greater	  control	  over	  household	  economic	  decisions,	  which	  often	  are	  
driven	  by	  inequalities,	  bargaining,	  and	  conflict	  (DANIDA,	  2011).	  Furthermore,	  Aghion	  and	  Morduch	  
argue	  that	  the	  “rising	  household	  incomes”,	  associated	  with	  women’s	  access	  to	  finances	  “diminish	  
conflicts	  between	  husbands	  and	  wives	  by	  loosening	  constraints”	  (Aghion	  and	  Morduch,	  2005:192).	  
This	  argument	   flows	   from	  observations	   like	  Kabeer’s	   that	  women	  are	  more	   likely	   to	  share	   loans	  
with	   men	   (Aghion	   and	   Morduch,	   2005:192)	   and	   are	   therefore	   favourably	   positioned	   to	   share	  
decision	   making	   with	   men	   on	   their	   use.	   In	   our	   interview	   with	   Schriver,	   she	   emphasised	   how	  
women’s	   access	   to	   finance	   can	   help	   diminish	   conflicts	   in	   the	   household	   and	   hence	   strengthen	  
women’s	  position	  herein	  (Schriver,	  2014:7).	  	  	  
Whilst	   the	   argument	   above	   that	   access	   to	   credit	   and	   its	   associated	   increment	   in	   earnings	   can	  
increase	  women’s	  bargaining	  power	  within	   the	  household,	  make	   them	  “empowered”	  and	  enjoy	  
greater	   control	   over	   household	   decisions	   and	   resources	   may	   be	   true,	   the	   other	   leg	   of	   the	  
argument	   is	   equally	   forceful:	   that	   increased	   earnings	   and	   women’s	   role	   in	   decision	   making	  
“exacerbates	   tensions	   because	   men	   [will]	   feel	   increasingly	   threatened	   in	   their	   role	   as	   primary	  
income	  earners	  [and	  chief	  decision	  makers]	  in	  traditional	  societies”	  (Rahman,	  1999	  cited	  in	  Aghion	  
&	   Morduch,	   2005:192).	   That	   is	   the	   second	   response	   to	   whether	   or	   not	   access	   to	   microcredit	  
services	  has	  any	  implications	  on	  women’s	  status	  in	  household	  decision-­‐making.	  	  
Whilst	   it	   is	   true	   that	   increased	   earnings	   consequent	   to	   access	   to	   microcredit	   has	   positive	  
implications	   on	   women’s	   decision-­‐making	   within	   the	   household,	   same	   can	   put	   them	   at	   risk	   of	  
being	  violated	  and	  demeaned	   too.	  The	  case	  of	  70	  percent	  of	  Grameen	  borrowers	  who	  declared	  
that	   violence	   in	   the	   household	   had	   increased	   as	   a	   result	   of	   their	   involvement	   in	   microcredit	  
programs	   serves	   as	   a	   testimony	   to	   this	   line	   of	   reasoning	   (See	   Rahman,	   1999	   cited	   in	   Aghion	  &	  
Morduch,	   2005:192).	   The	   underpinning	   explanation	   is	   that	  while	   access	   to	  microcredit	   facilities	  
may	  provide	  access	  to	  funds	  and	  increase	  women’s	  earnings	  and	  resources,	  this	  in	  itself	  does	  not	  
resolve	  the	  structural	  constraints	  and	  traditionally	  accepted	  norms	  that	  guide	  gender	  relations	  –	  
interaction	   of	   women	   and	   other	   actors	   at	   the	   household	   level.	   Feminist	   theorists	   capture	   this	  
argument	  with	  more	   fluorescent	   ability.	   Parthasathy	   for	   instance	   argues	   that	  microcredit	  might	  
give	   access	   to	   resources,	   but	   the	   approach	   seldom	   leads	   to	   challenging	   and	   reordering	   of	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patriarchal	   gendered	   division	   in	   labour,	   patterns	   of	   asset	   ownership,	   and	   decision-­‐making	  
(Parthasathy,	  2012:	  5).	  	  
This	   explains	  why	   the	   impact	   of	  microcredit	   in	   terms	   of	   increasing	  women’s	   status	   in	   decision-­‐
making	  is	  mostly	  limited,	  not	  experienced	  in	  a	  wide	  and	  transformative	  scale	  and	  our	  findings	  from	  
Hernø	  closely	  collaborate	  this	  view.	  Hernø	  observed	  that	  while	  microcredit	  helps	  women	  to	  “have	  
access	  to	  funds,	  [feel]	  strengthened	  in	  the	  family	  relationship	  [and	  to]	  make	  decisions	  in	  the	  house	  
on	  daily	  basis,	  it	  does	  not	  necessarily	  give	  them	  equal	  -­‐	  far	  from	  equal	  rights	  in	  the	  family	  or	  any	  
kind	   of	   equal	   decision	   making	   on	   bigger	   economic	   decisions”.	   Indeed	   “the	   bigger	   economic	  
decision	  still	  rest	  with	  the	  men”	  (Hernø,	  2014:6).	  The	  reason	  for	  this	  is	  that	  microcredit	  only	  gives	  
“the	  woman	  economic	  power	  of	  some	  sort	  [but]	  does	  not	  reverse	  the	  gender	  relations”	  which	  is	  
the	  root	  cause	  of	  the	  lopsided	  decision	  making	  power	  in	  the	  household.	  Therefore,	  access	  to	  credit	  
has	  limited	  impact	  in	  terms	  of	  strengthening	  women	  in	  decision-­‐making	  within	  the	  household.	  	  
To	   address	   these	   structural	   and	   gender	   relation	   constraints	   some	   feminists,	   including	   Rajput,	  
suggest	  that	  “microcredit	  schemes	  need	  to	  reinterpret	  its	  objective	  and	  methodologies	  in	  the	  light	  
of	   the	   feminist	   framework”	   (Rajput,	   2003:16).	   This	   is	   to	   say	   that	   aside	   credit	   disbursements,	  
microcredit	  schemes	  ought	  to	  add	  other	  programs	  that	  will	  take	  into	  consideration	  the	  problems	  
women	  face	  at	  the	  household	  levels,	  including	  domestic	  violence.	  Among	  other	  things,	  this	  is	  also	  
why	  WAWCAS	   involves	  husbands	  and	  other	   relatives	  as	  a	  part	  of	   the	  program	   in	   training,	  home	  
visits	  etc.	  During	  the	  interview	  with	  Schriver,	  she	  often	  opposed	  WAWCAS	  to	  other	  microfinance	  
programs	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  they	  emphasise	  having	  a	  strong	  understanding	  of	  the	  local	  context,	  
including	   issues	   within	   the	   households,	   and	   prioritise	   involving	   husbands	   in	   training,	   with	   the	  
objective	  to	  change	  traditionally	  accepted	  norms	  that	  guide	  gender	  relations.	  Schriver	  is	  quoted	  ad	  
verbum:	  
”I	   know	   other	   microfinance	   programs.	   You	   sit	   maybe	   in	   Denmark	   or	   in	  
India	  and	  you	  give	  out	  loans	  and	  you	  don’t	  know	  what	  is	  going	  on	  and	  then	  
I	  think,	  it’s	  much	  more	  easy	  because	  the	  structure	  in	  the	  family	  is	  that	  the	  
husband	   can	   overrule	   the	   woman.	   You	   know,	   all	   these	   things.	   And	   we	  
experience	  with	  many	  of	  our	  women	  that	  the	  husbands,	  before	  the	  women	  
get	   into	   the	   program,	   if	   the	   woman	   get	   a	   salary	   from	   a	   labour	   job	   or	  
something,	  the	  husband	  takes	  the	  money	  and	  he	  goes	  out	  and	  drinks	  for	  all	  
the	  money.	  But	  then	  we	  train	  the	  women	  in	  how	  to	  save	  money	  and	  how	  to	  
hide	  the	  money	  from	  the	  husband	  and	  we	  train	  the	  husband	  in	  not	  having	  
this	  attitude	  and	  all	  these	  things.	  And	  they	  change”	  (Schriver,	  2014:11).	  
	  
Furthermore,	   Schriver	   explained	   that	   one	   of	   their	   biggest	   challenges	   in	   WAWCAS	   is	   second	  
marriage.	  She	  argued	  that:	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“If	   some	  of	   the	  women	  go	   into	  a	   second	  marriage,	  when	   they	  are	   in	   the	  
program,	  and	   the	  husband	  has	  not	  been	  a	  part	  of	   the	  program	   from	  the	  
very	  beginning,	  they	  can	  really	  cause	  problems	  because	  they	  have	  not	  been	  
following	   the	  woman	  and	   then	   they	   suddenly	  question	  what	   she	   is	  doing	  
and	  we	   have	   experienced	   one	  man	   saying	   to	   the	   girls	   ‘you	   cannot	   go	   to	  
school	   anymore’.	   Because	   he	   jumps	   in	   from	   a	   totally…	   he	   has	   not	   been	  
trained.	   That’s	   an	   issue.	   And	   then	   we	   see	   the	   women	   get	   weak	   again	  
actually”	  (Schriver,	  2014:9-­‐10).	  
Clearly,	  the	  process	  of	  challenging	  and	  changing	  structural	  gender	  divisions	  within	  the	  family	  and	  
in	  the	  society	  can	  be	  tricky.	  For	  instance,	  educating	  the	  women	  on	  their	  rights	  alongside	  financial	  
opportunities	  does	  not	  logically	  mean	  that	  their	  husbands	  will	  accept	  their	  determination	  to	  take	  
their	   children	   to	   school	   or	   start	   up	   a	   business	   -­‐	   it	   may	   even	   generate	   further	   tensions	   at	   the	  
household	  and	  weaken	  women’s	  chances	  of	  asserting	  their	  rights	  over	  decision-­‐making	  within	  the	  
family,	   as	   illustrated	   in	   the	   above	   quotation.	   Neither	   will	   women’s	   knowledge	   on	   domestic	  
violence	   and	   civil	   rights	   automatically	   erase	   some	   husbands’	   thought	   about	   the	   legitimacy	   to	  
resort	   to	  violence	  at	   the	  household.	  However,	   according	   to	  Schriver,	  WAWCAS	  had	  a	   significant	  
reduction	  in	  domestic	  violence	  within	  the	  first	  year	  of	  the	  program.	  Whether	  this	   is	  based	  solely	  
on	  increased	  income	  and	  hence	  less	  stress,	  on	  changed	  behaviour	  or	  something	  else	  is	  unknown.	  It	  
does	  though,	   to	  some	  degree,	   indicate	  the	   importance	  of	   involving	  male	  relatives	   in	  microcredit	  
schemes	   alongside	   loans	   and	   business	   training	   if	   one	   of	   the	   objectives	   set	   forth	   is	   to	   empower	  
women.	  	  
Overall,	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  access	  to	  credit	  by	  itself	  is	  not	  enough	  to	  make	  women	  better	  able	  
to	   assert	   their	   rights	   over	   decision-­‐making	   within	   the	   family.	   Improving	   women’s	   status	   in	   the	  
household	  with	   respect	   to	  decision-­‐making	   is	  a	  process	  of	   changing	  behaviour	  and	  social	  norms	  
and	  this	  is	  addressed	  in	  the	  WAWCAS	  program.	  Schriver	  submitted	  that:	  
”We	  see	  changes	  on	  these	  levels,	  both	  on	  the	  woman’s	  personal	  level	  and	  
on	   the	   economical	   level	   and	   in	   the	   relational	   level,	  we	   see	   changes.	   And	  
that	  is	  an	  impact	  and	  that	  is	  how	  she	  would	  behave	  differently	  in	  all	  these	  
relations.	  And	  in	  that	  sense	  it	  helps	  her.	  So	  it’s	  not	  only	  earning	  money,	  it’s	  
really	   about	   being	   as	   a	   wife,	   as	   a	   daughter-­‐in-­‐law,	   as	   a	   mother,	   as	   a	  
woman	   among	   women,	   as	   a	   woman	   in	   the	   society.	   When	   we	   see	   she	  
makes	   changes	   in	   that	   then…	   that’s	   the	   way	   it	   helps	   the	   women.”	  
(Schriver,	  2014:11).	  
Furthermore,	  she	  described	  how	  women	  would	  start	  responding	  differently	  to	  the	  question	  about	  
who	   is	   the	   decision	  maker.	  Whilst	   at	   the	   beginning	   of	   the	   program	   the	   women	  would	   answer	  
“husband,	  husband,	  husband,	  husband,	  husband,	  mother-­‐in-­‐law,	  mother-­‐in`-­‐law,	  mother-­‐in-­‐law”	  
(Schriver,	   2014:12),	   after	   the	   training	   they	   would	   consider	   themselves	   on	   the	   level	   with	   their	  
husbands	   as	   decision-­‐makers	   (Schriver,	   2014:	   12).	   However,	   a	   woman’s	   contribution	   to	   the	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budget,	  training	  and	  social	  mobilisations	  processes,	  are	  not	  the	  only	  factors	  that	  can	  influence	  her	  
bargaining	   within	   the	   household.	   Duflo	   argues	   that	   her	   options	   outside	   the	   marriage	   and	  
household	  also	  are	   important.	  “If	  a	  woman	  has	  no	  option	  outside	  of	  the	  marriage,	  and	  both	  she	  
and	  her	  husband	  know	   that	  divorce	   is	   not	  possible	  or	   that	   in	   the	   case	  of	  divorce	   she	  would	  be	  
without	  any	  means	  of	  support,	  then	  the	  husband	  can	  impose	  decisions	  on	  the	  household	  –	  he	  can	  
threaten	  his	  wife	  with	  being	  left	  in	  much	  worse	  position	  if	  she	  does	  not	  yield“(Duflo,	  2005:15-­‐16).	  
This	   suggests	   that	   the	   institutional	   environment	   and	   the	   opportunities	   of	   finding	   other	  ways	   of	  
supporting	   oneself	   in	   case	   of	   divorce	   also	   affect	   a	   woman’s	   status	   within	   the	   household	   with	  
respect	  to	  decision-­‐making.	  One	  might	  argue,	  based	  on	  the	  findings	  from	  our	  literature	  as	  well	  as	  
the	   two	   interviews,	   that	   increasing	   women’s	   access	   to	   finance	   can	   improve	   their	   status	   in	   the	  
household	   with	   respect	   to	   decision-­‐making	   when	   combined	   with	   other	   programs	   dealing	   with	  
gender	  inequalities,	  domestic	  conflicts	  etc.	  However,	  despite	  good	  intentions	  as	  well	  as	  a	  number	  
of	   good	   results	   from	  WAWCAS	   and	   Care’s	   VSLA	   programs,	   these	   improvements	   might	   only	   be	  
immediate.	  Although	  both	  programs	  are	  aiming	  at	  assuring	  access	   to	  credit	  and	   to	   some	  extent	  
addressing	  structural	  causes	  to	  gender	  inequality,	  the	  institutional	  environment	  is	  left	  out.	  	  
	  
4.3 Microcredit	  and	  gender	  equality	  
The	  view	  that	  economic	  empowerment	  of	  women	  has	  tremendous	  effects	  in	  addressing	  issues	  of	  
gender	  inequalities	   is	  widely	  shared.	  Whilst	  other	  scholars	  agree	  that	  empowering	  women	  is	  the	  
ideal	   path	   to	   fostering	   gender	   equality	   and	   circumventing	   existing	   gender	   disparities	   in	   society,	  
others	   like	   Duflo	   (2005)	   caution	   that	   the	   academic	   evidence	   underpinning	   the	   link	   between	  
empowerment,	   gender	   equality	   and	   other	   development	   outcomes	   are	   (maybe)	   not	   as	   large	   as	  
perceived	   (ibid:4).	  This	   section	   therefore	   seeks	   to	  assess	   the	  degree	   to	  which	  we	  can	   relate	   the	  
provision	  of	  microcredit	  services	  to	  reduction	  of	  gender	  inequalities	  and	  disparities	  based	  on	  our	  
study	  findings.	  
The	   term	   “missing	   women,”	   was	   coined	   by	   Amartya	   Sen	   to	   describe	   the	   observation	   that	   the	  
proportion	  of	  women	   is	   lower	   than	  what	  would	  be	  expected	   if	  women	   in	   the	  developing	  world	  
were	  not	  discriminated	  against	  (Duflo	  2005:2).	  A	  great	  concern	  in	  the	  development	  field	  has	  been	  
that	  women	  in	  developing	  countries	  continue	  to	   lag	  behind	  men	  in	  many	  domains	   like	  access	  to	  
education,	   labour	  markets,	   political	   representation,	   and	   even	   legal	   rights	   (ibid).	   It	   is	   no	  wonder	  
fostering	  gender	  equality	  was	  included	  as	  the	  third	  Millennium	  Development	  Goal	  underscoring	  its	  
importance	  relative	  to	  development.	  The	  promotion	  of	  gender	  equality,	  apart	  from	  being	  a	  goal	  in	  
itself,	  is	  also	  considered	  very	  vital	  in	  furthering	  other	  development	  goals	  like	  eradication	  of	  hunger	  
and	   diseases,	   reduction	   of	   infant	   mortality,	   achieving	   universal	   education	   as	   well	   as	   overall	  
poverty	  elimination	  (Centre	  for	  Economic	  and	  Business	  Research,	  2008:).	  The	  concept	  of	   ‘gender	  
equality’	  itself	  is	  dissimilarly	  defined,	  understood	  and	  interpreted.	  It	  is	  however	  common	  to	  draw	  a	  
distinction	   between	   two	   dimensions	   of	   equality:	   outcomes	   and	   opportunities.	   The	   microcredit	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theory	  of	  change	  appears	  grounded	  in	  both	  outcome	  and	  opportunity	  dimensions	  and	  it	  is	  in	  this	  
light	  that	  we	  analyse	  microcredit	  and	  gender	  equality.	  	  
As	  mentioned	  earlier	  in	  the	  paper,	  proponents	  of	  microcredit	  believe	  that	  women	  generally	  have	  
fewer	  opportunities	  in	  society	  when	  compared	  to	  the	  male	  gender.	  In	  our	  interview	  with	  Schriver,	  
she	  explained	  that	  in	  many	  developing	  countries	  like	  Nepal,	  women	  are	  a	  suppressed	  group	  with	  
unequal	   rights	   both	   in	   the	   local	   society	   as	   well	   as	   the	   family	   (Schriver	   2014:4).	   The	   fact	   that	  
women	  have	  fewer	  opportunities	  in	  the	  labour	  market,	  according	  to	  microcredit	  proponents,	  may	  
contribute	  to	  their	  unequal	  treatment	  in	  the	  household	  and	  society	  overall	  (Duflo,	  2005).	  There	  is	  
the	   belief,	   therefore,	   that	   economic	   empowerment	   of	   women,	   through	   microcredit,	   increases	  
their	  access	  and	  control	  of	  resources,	  thus	   increasing	  their	  opportunities.	  This	  (per	  the	  theory	  of	  
change)	   is	  automatically	  expected	  to	  challenge	  the	  gender	  relations	   in	  society	  by	  eliminating	  the	  
gender	  disparities	   that	  previously	  existed,	  hence	  creating	  a	   set-­‐up	  where	  both	  men	  and	  women	  
have	  equal	  chances	  in	  various	  spheres	  like	  contribution	  in	  household	  decision	  making	  (Aghion	  and	  
Morduch,	   2005:186).	   Transforming	   unequal	   societies	   has	   therefore	   remained	   a	   highly	   expected	  
outcome	   of	   empowerment	   that	   has	   even	   been	   incorporated	   in	   the	   definition	   of	   ‘women	  
empowerment’	  itself	  in	  some	  cases.	  Women’s	  empowerment	  per	  DFID	  for	  example,	  “is	  a	  process	  
of	   transforming	   gender	   relations	   through	   groups	   or	   individuals	   by	   developing	   awareness	   of	  
women’s	  subordination	  and	  building	   the	  capacity	   to	  challenge	   it”	   (DFID,	  2006:vii).	  However,	  our	  
findings	  with	  CARE’s	  VSLA	  programs	  draw	  in	  a	  different	  picture	  from	  these	  assertions.	  As	  observed	  
earlier,	   whilst	   economic	   empowerment	   of	   women	   indeed	   makes	   women	   stronger,	   it	   does	   not	  
necessarily	  challenge	  the	  existing	  inequalities.	  
Consequently,	   it	   is	   clear	   that	   economic	   empowerment	   through	   microcredit	   increases	  
opportunities	   and	   strengths	   for	   women.	   However,	   this	   solely	   cannot	   guarantee	   a	   challenge	   in	  
power	   relations	  within	   the	  household	   since	   it	  does	  very	   little	   to	   reverse	   the	  gender	   relations.	  A	  
consequent	  implication	  would	  therefore	  be	  that,	  there	  may	  be	  very	  little	  or	  no	  change	  at	  all	  to	  the	  
already	   existing	   gender	   inequalities.	   This	   view	   is	   largely	   supported	   by	   the	   feminist	   critics	   of	  
microcredit	  who	   firmly	  dispute	   the	  ability	  of	  microcredit	   to	  necessitate	  gender	  equality	   (Rajput,	  
2003:15;	  Consa	  &	  Paprocki	  2010:647).	  This	  is	  attributed	  to	  the	  weakness	  of	  this	  intervention	  tool	  
in	  failing	  to	  challenge	  the	  societal	  norms	  and	  institutional	  structures	  even	  as	  it	  empowers	  women.	  
A	   common	   discourse	   on	   the	   positive	   implications	   of	   empowering	   women	   through	  microcredit,	  
advanced	  by	  the	  theory	  of	  change,	  has	  often	  been	  based	  on	  a	  narrow	  assumption	  that	  all	   loans	  
offered	  to	  women	  will	  definitely	  contribute	  to	  strengthening	  their	  economic	  positions	   in	  society.	  
This	  is	  then	  expected	  to	  translate	  in	  elimination	  of	  inequalities.	  To	  hold	  such	  an	  assumption,	  as	  the	  
proponents	  of	  microcredit	  do,	   is	  to	  believe	  that	  all	   loans	  given	  to	  women	  will	  be	  used	  in	  income	  
generating	   activities.	   But	   as	   discussed	   earlier,	   the	   women	   sometimes	   invest	   the	   money	   not	   in	  
income	  generating	  activities	  but	   in	  their	  social	  networks	  and	  economic	  settings	  –	  the	  benefits	  of	  
such	   investments	   include	   security,	   and	   less	   vulnerability	   to	   future	   crisis	   as	   a	   result	   of	   potential	  
social	   support	   from	   friends.	   This	   brings	   a	   whole	   new	   dimension,	   which	   is	   not	   given	   much	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consideration	   when	   assuming	   that	   economic	   empowerment	   is	   all	   women	   need	   to	   avert	  
inequalities	   in	   society.	   Measuring	   improvements	   of	   women’s	   status	   based	   on	   an	   economic	  
yardstick	  undermines	  other	  important	  aspects	  that	  may	  as	  well	  influence	  their	  lives	  positively	  and	  
help	   in	  reducing	  existing	  disparities.	  Hernø	  affirms	  that	  the	  VSLA	  programme	  doesn’t	  necessarily	  
emphasize	  on	  economic	   investment	  but	   still	   benefits	   the	  women	   in	   terms	  of	   the	  networks	   they	  
come	   to	   establish.	   Through	   these	   networks,	   women	   are	   better	   able	   to	   avert	   future	   risks	   and	  
problems	   like	  droughts	  and	   sickness	  owing	   to	   the	   reciprocal	   relationship	  of	  assisting	  each	  other	  
that	  they	  happen	  to	  establish	  (Hernø,	  2014:6).	  Schriver	  also	  confirms	  this	  by	  asserting	  that	  social	  
capital,	   relational	   capital,	  personal	  and	  knowledge	  capital	   are	   similarly	   important	   to	   the	  women	  
just	  like	  money	  capital.	  Schriver	  tells	  us	  that:	  
“When	   we	   ask	   the	   women	   ‘what	   is	   the	   most	   important	   about	   being	   in	  
WAWCAS?,	   one	   of	   the	   first	   things	   they	  mention	   is	   that	   ‘I	   have	   friends,	   I	  
belong	  to	  a	  group,	  and	  there’s	  a	  group	  who	  wants	  to	  support	  me	  and	  I	  can	  
support.	  So	  we	  are	  a	  ‘we’.	  I’m	  not	  only	  a	  ‘me’,	  living	  isolated.	  That’s	  huge	  
and	  they	  mention	  that	  before	  the	  income	  generating	  […]	  off	  course	  money	  
is	   one	   thing…we	   need	   money	   to	   make	   a	   living,	   but	   they	   really	   mention	  
more	  the	  social	  and	  personal	  changes.	  The	  money	  is	  ok.	  It’s	  needed,	  but	  it’s	  
the	  way	  they	  can	  live	  their	  life	  and	  they	  know	  money	  is	  not	  everything.	  It’s	  
about	  having	  someone	  to	  share	   issues,	  problems,	   ideas…	  they	  never	  had”	  
(Schriver	  2014:12).	  
In	  the	  same	  way,	  this	  can	  be	  argued	  to	  be	   increasing	  women’s	  bargaining	  power	  since	  they	  as	  a	  
collective	  group,	  contribute	  in	  solving	  their	  fellows	  familial	  and	  societal	  problems	  when	  they	  arise	  
which	  they	  might	  hardly	  be	  able	  to	  do	  but	  for	  their	  being	  organized	  as	  microcredit	  groups.	  	  
According	   to	   the	   feminist	   critics,	   economic	   empowerment	  of	  women	   through	  microcredit	   could	  
result	   to	  the	  entrenchment	  rather	  than	  a	  change	  on	  the	  gendered	  division	  of	   labour	   in	  societies	  
and	  hence	  cannot	  foster	  gender	  equality.	  They	  argue	  that	  even	  when	  women’s	  access	  to	  resources	  
is	  increased,	  they	  are	  normally	  encouraged	  to	  take	  up	  businesses	  that	  do	  not	  disrupt	  practices	  of	  
isolation	   or	   seclusion	   within	   their	   household	   (Rankins	   2002	   cited	   in	   Aghion	   and	   Morduch	  
2005:194).	  Our	   interview	  with	  Hernø	  also	   confirms	   that	   the	  gendered	  divisions	  of	   roles	   are	   less	  
likely	  to	  change	  irrespective	  of	  increased	  access	  of	  resources	  by	  women.	  Hernø	  noted	  that:	  
”The	   system	   (VSLA	   system)	   is	   reinforcing	   the	   distinction	   in	   households	  
between	   the	  men	   and	   the	  women's	   affair.	  Women	   have	   their	   own	  work	  
and	   their	   own	   investments	  where	   they	   take	   care	   of	   the	   children	   usually,	  
they	  feed	  the	  children	  and	  they	  pay	  the	  school	  fees	  and	  uniforms	  and	  the	  
men	  take	  care	  of	  whatever	  they	  take	  care	  of	  and	  the	  VSLA	  does	  not	  really	  
change	  that”	  (Hernø,	  2014:6).	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It	   was	   also	   evident	   that	   even	   with	   this	   new	   economic	   status	   of	   women,	   some	   activities	   were	  
exclusively	  left	  for	  the	  men.	  For	  example,	  men	  are	  the	  ones	  who	  would	  still	  sell	  the	  main	  produce	  
in	   the	   markets	   (Ibid).	   This	   problem,	   as	   we	   found	   out,	   is	   not	   something	   that	   some	   of	   the	  
microcredit	   programs	   really	   focus	   on	   changing.	   It	   is	   against	   such	   basis	   that	   feminists	   like	  
Parthasathy	  (2012:5)	  criticizes	  such	  increased	  specialization	  within	  the	  household	  as	  portraying	  an	  
essentialist	  view	  of	  women,	  and	  for	  weakening	  the	  goal	  of	  achieving	  gender	  equality.	  This	  owes	  to	  
the	  fact	  that	  it	  still	  reinforces	  women’s	  reliance	  on	  male	  family	  members	  due	  to	  women’s	  limited	  
access	  to	  some	  spheres	  and	  assets	  in	  society.	  
Reflecting	   on	   the	   theory	   of	   change	   behind	   microcredit	   and	   women	   empowerment,	   the	  
participation	  of	  women	  in	  microcredit	  programs	  is	  expected	  to	  eventually	  translate	  to	  a	  challenge	  
on	   unequal	   property	   rights,	   domestic	   violence,	   alcoholism	   and	   even	   dowry	   demands.	   Through	  
involvement	   in	   various	   group	   dynamics	   and	   trainings,	   women	   are	   expected	   to	   improve	   their	  
bargaining	  power	  hence	  be	  at	  a	  better	  position	  to	  pursue	  their	  rights	  against	  the	  male	  gender	  in	  
society	   (Mayoux	   2003:12;	   Aghion	   and	   Morduch:186).	   According	   to	   Schriver,	   the	   intention	   of	  
working	  with	  women,	  among	  other	   things,	   is	   to	  help	  them	  rise,	  claim	  their	   rights	  and	  overcome	  
the	   existing	   social	   suppressions	   (Schriver	   2014:4).	   Our	   finding	   from	   the	   interview	   with	   Hernø	  
agrees	   with	   this	   proposition	   to	   a	   greater	   extent.	   We	   found	   that	   the	   exclusive	   opportunity	   for	  
women	   to	  meet	   themselves	   once	   a	   week	   or	   every	   two	   weeks	   gives	   them	   a	   chance	   to	   discuss	  
common	  issues	  that	  affect	  them.	  Examples	  of	  such	  issues	  include	  inheritance	  and	  property	  rights.	  
Such	  discussions	  further	  facilitate	  a	  deeper	  realisation	  about	  their	  rights	  in	  society	  and	  put	  them	  in	  
a	   position	   where	   they	   want	   to	   change	   the	   status	   quo	   (Hernø	   2014:5).	   However,	   as	   much	   as	  
participation	  in	  microcredit	  programs	  can	  facilitate	  knowledge	  and	  realization	  of	  women’s	  rights,	  it	  
doesn’t	  necessarily	  guarantee	  that	  there	  would	  be	  a	  change	  in	  or	  (at	  least)	  a	  need	  to	  change	  the	  
existing	  gender	  inequalities	  in	  society.	  This	  is	  due	  to	  some	  microcredit	  schemes’	  consideration	  of	  
empowerment	  as	  an	  inward/indirect	  process	  that	  would	  eventually	  translate	  to	  the	  realization	  and	  
a	  desire	  to	  pursue	  one’s	  rights.	  For	  instance	  per	  Hernø,	  empowerment	  shouldn’t	  be	  directive	  and	  
rights	  cannot	  be	  taught	  to	  the	  women	  in	  the	  sense	  of	  just	  having	  a	  lecture	  on	  rights.	  It	  has	  to	  come	  
from	  lived	  experiences	  and	  it	  has	  to	  come	  from	  one’s	  own	  perception	  of	  a	  need	  to	  change	  (Hernø	  
2014:5).	   However,	   in	  most	   cases,	   women	   are	   always	   even	   unaware	   of	   the	   rights	   that	   they	   are	  
entitled	  to	  in	  the	  first	  place.	  	  
“In	  many	   countries	   there	   are	   these	   dual	   systems;	  we	   have	   local	   customs	  
and	   we	   have	   these	   formal	   legal	   systems	   that	   actually	   assign	   rights	   to	  
women	  like	  inheritance	  rights,	  and	  that	  may	  in	  some	  cases	  be	  a	  surprise	  to	  
young	  women”	  (Ibid).	  
Therefore,	  this	  means	  that	  a	  challenge	  of	  existing	  gender	  inequalities	  in	  a	  society	  is	  very	  relative,	  
depending	  on	  specific	  individuals	  and	  how	  the	  microcredit	  scheme	  perceives	  empowerment.	  This	  
confirms	  Duflo’s	  concern	  that	  legal	  rights	  and	  more	  specifically	  property	  rights	  of	  women	  remain	  
different	  from	  that	  of	  men	  in	  many	  countries	  several	  years	  after	  the	  adoption	  of	  microcredit	  as	  a	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development	  intervention	  tool	  (Duflo	  2005:8).	  The	  findings	  from	  the	  WAWCAS	  program,	  however,	  
show	  that	  other	  methods	  can	  be	  used	  to	  ensure	  that	  gender	  disparities	  are	  challenged	  in	  society	  
through	  the	  participation	  of	  women	  in	  these	  programs.	  According	  to	  Schriver,	  a	  closer	  interaction	  
with	  the	  women	  through	  home	  visits	  permits	  an	  understanding	  of	  the	  challenges	  they	  happen	  to	  
go	   through	   like	   domestic	   violence.	   	   When	   this	   is	   established,	   the	   programme	   works	   towards	  
involving	   the	  men	   in	  anti-­‐violent	  behaviour,	  which	  apparently	   is	   yielding	  much	   success.	   Schriver	  
confidently	  shares	  that:	  
“We	  actually	  see	  a	  reduction	  of	  70	  %	  in	  the	  reported	  80	  %,	  within	  the	  first	  
year.	   	   And	   this	   is	   about	   the	   women	   saying	  more	   ‘no’	   and	   the	  men	   also	  
understanding	  that	  this	  is	  not	  a	  very	  nice	  behaviour...and	  when	  I	  ask	  some	  
of	  the	  men,	  later,	  ‘I	  hear	  that	  you	  are	  not	  beating	  your	  wife	  anymore,	  what	  
happened?’.	  Then	  they	  say	  ‘yeah	  because,	  now	  we	  don’t	  have	  the	  pressure.	  
We	   have	   money	   in	   our	   family,	   we	   get	   food,	   and	   then	   I	   don’t	   feel	   so	  
frustrated	  and	  I	  don’t	  beat”	  (Schriver	  2014:7).	  
From	  WAWCAS	  program’s	  approach,	  we	   learn	   that	  microcredit	  programs	  can	   facilitate	  women’s	  
access	   to	   their	   rights	   hence	   transform	   the	   existing	   gender	   inequalities.	   However,	   it	  may	   hardly	  
happen	   if	   it	   is	  expected	  to	  happen	   from	  their	   individual	   inward	  desire	   for	   transformation	  as	   the	  
VSLA	   approach	   assumes.	   Rather,	   it	   is	   (maybe)	   important	   that	   even	   men	   are	   involved	   in	   the	  
programs	   to	   facilitate	   this	   process,	   since	   empowering	   the	   women	   without	   changing	   the	  men’s	  
attitudes	  and	  behaviour	  could	  result	  into	  further	  abuses	  as	  discussed.	  In	  such	  a	  case	  the	  programs	  
can	  be	  seen	  as	  introducing	  even	  greater	  inequalities	  within	  the	  household	  and	  society	  instead	  of	  
altering	  the	  same.	  
Lastly,	   according	   to	   Rajput	   (2003:15),	   the	   socioeconomic	   background	   of	   individual	   women	   is	  
essential	   in	   understanding	   the	   extent	   to	   which	   their	   lives	   can	   be	   improved	   by	   microcredit	  
intervention.	  As	  discussed	  in	  previous	  chapters	  of	  this	  paper,	  the	  goal	  of	  microcredit	  intervention	  
from	  its	  onset	  has	  always	  been	  to	  raise	  the	  poor	  (mostly	  women)	  out	  of	  poverty	  by	  improving	  their	  
income	   earning	   opportunities.	   It	   is	   only	   in	   this	   way	   that	   women	   can	   be	   able	   to	   challenge	   the	  
gender	   disparities	   and	   inequalities	   that	   exist	   in	   their	   societies,	   since	   they	   can	   compete	   in	   the	  
‘economic	  market’	  just	  like	  their	  male	  counterparts.	  However,	  the	  unsettled	  nature	  of	  the	  ability	  
of	   microcredit	   to	   reach	   the	   poorest	   of	   the	   poor	   and	   the	   fact	   that	   women	   constitute	   a	   large	  
majority	  of	  the	  poor	  population,	  as	  argued	  by	  Duflo	  (2005:4),	  makes	  the	  potential	  of	  microcredit	  
to	  address	  gender	  inequalities	  very	  questionable.	  Accordingly,	  if	  microcredit	  is	  unable	  to	  transform	  
the	  lives	  of	  the	  very	  poor	  who	  are	  mainly	  women	  among	  whom	  the	  greatest	  inequality	  levels	  are	  
registered,	   then	   we	   may	   need	   to	   be	   cautious	   of	   overly	   crediting	   this	   intervention	   tool.	   This	  
explains	  Rajput	  harsh	  consideration	  of	  microcredit	  as	  just	  a	  way	  to	  camouflage	  the	  feminisation	  of	  
poverty	  (2003:15).	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4.4 Microcredit	  and	  women’s	  participation	  in	  the	  economic	  and	  political	  processes	  of	  
the	  society	  	  
As	  illustrated	  elsewhere	  in	  the	  report,	  the	  provision	  of	  microcredit	  alone	  might	  not	  be	  enough	  to	  
guarantee	   women	   having	   active	   roles	   in	   their	   society.	   Indeed	   the	   combined	   effects	   of	   the	  
arguments	   of	   Pati	   (2006),	   Luttrell	   et	   al	   (2009),	   and	   other	   feminists/critical	   literatures	   is	   that	  
women	   need	  more	   than	   credit	   –	   they	   need	   among	   others	   appropriate	   skills	   too.	   To	   be	   able	   to	  
participate	   in	   the	   economic	   and	   political	   processes	   of	   the	   society,	   first	   of	   all,	   there	   must	   be	  
changes	   in	   the	   norms,	   values,	   belief	   systems	   and	   traditions	  which	   serve	   as	   impediments	   to	   the	  
actualisation	   of	   women’s	   roles	   as	   social	   actors	   in	   the	   community	   and	   their	   ability	   to	   analyse,	  
organize	   and	   mobilise	   through	   collective	   action	   and	   lay	   claim	   to	   and	   assert	   their	   rights	   (Ibid;	  
Stromquist,	   1993	   &	   Piron	   and	   Watkins,	   2004	   cited	   in	   Luttrell	   et.	   al	   2009).	   The	   question	   then	  
becomes	  how	  do	  the	  microcredit	  “platform”	  facilitates	  women’s	  participation	  in	  the	  eco-­‐political	  
processes	  of	  their	  society?	  In	  this	  section,	  we	  turn	  with	  profit	  to	  Meisner-­‐Jensen	  (2013),	  Mayoux	  
(2003)	  and	  our	  interviews	  with	  Schriver	  and	  Hernø	  to	  attempt	  the	  above	  question.	  	  
	  
4.4.1 Participation  in  the  economic  processes  
According	  to	  Louise	  Meisner-­‐Jensen	  (2013),	  CARE’s	  VSLA	  groups	  have	  not	  only	  become	  economic	  
platforms	   for	   the	   discussion	   of	   common	   topical	   economic	   issues	   that	   affect	   women	   in	   their	  
communities	  and	  information	  sharing,	  which	  they	  did	  not	  have	  hitherto,	  but	  also	  largely	  have	  the	  
groups	   become	   a	   recognized	   financial	   institution	   in	   the	   community,	   which	   renders	   financial	  
services	   including	   loans	   and	   tips	   on	   how	   to	   start	   businesses	   to	   not	   only	   members	   but	   most	  
admirably	   other	   members	   of	   the	   community,	   which	   may	   include	   men.	   Thus,	   Meisner-­‐Jensen	  
submits	  that	  “the	  IPA	  survey	  found	  that	  VSLA	  members	  are	  more	  likely	  to	  give	  a	  loan	  to	  another	  
household	   compared	   to	  non-­‐members.	   Thus,	   [the]	  women	   [have]	  become	   increasingly	  active	  as	  
providers	  of	  informal	  finance	  to	  other	  members	  of	  their	  communities”	  (Meisner-­‐Jensen,	  2013:3).	  
“In	   Nepal”,	   Meisner-­‐Jensen	   adds,	   “substantial	   numbers	   of	   [VSLA]	   groups	   members	   had	   helped	  
teach	  friends	  and	  neighbors	  [how]	  to	  start	  businesses”	  (Ibid).	  	  
The	  case	  of	  WAWCAS,	  in	  respect	  to	  how	  the	  provision	  of	  microcredit	  services	  have	  provided	  entry	  
for	  women	  to	  affect	  their	  communities’	  economic	  processes,	  share	  some	  semblances	  with	  that	  of	  
VSLA.	   We	   learn	   from	   Schriver	   that	   after	   16	   months,	   the	   women	   exit	   WAWCAS.	   However,	   the	  
groups	  are	  encouraged	  to	  continue	  to	  stay	  as	  loans	  and	  savings	  cooperatives	  and	  since	  they	  began	  
operation	  in	  2007,	  only	  one	  of	  the	  cooperatives	  has	  discontinued.	  Schriver	  added	  that	  plans	  are	  far	  
advanced	  in	  one	  of	  their	  areas	  of	  operation	  in	  Nepal	  for	  the	  cooperatives	  to	  establish	  a	  community	  
bank.	  	  
	  
”Just	  to	  give	  you	  an	  example,	  actually	  in	  one	  area	  we	  work	  in,	  we	  have	  very	  
many	   good	   groups	   and	   we’re	   working	   on	   creating	   a	   community	   bank	  
based	  on	   the	  cooperatives.	  We’re	  very	  close	   to	  having	  enough	  women	  to	  
do	  that.	  There’s	  a	  law	  saying	  it’s	  possible	  in	  Nepal,	  but	  nobody	  has	  done	  it	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yet.	   But	   if	  we	   can	  make	  a	   community-­‐based	  bank,	   like	   ‘andelsbanken’	   in	  
Denmark,	   then	   it	   would	   be	   a	   totally	   women	   owned	   bank	   and	   then	   they	  
don’t	  need	  to	  go	  to	  any	  other	  bank	  to	  get	  loan”	  (Schriver,	  2014:13).	  
	  
The	  implications	  of	  developments	  like	  these	  are	  that	  if	  microcredit	  savings	  and	  loans	  cooperatives	  
are	  able	  to	  be	  created	  and	  sustained	   in	  the	  manner	  as	  pertains	  to	  the	  VSLA	  and	  WAWCAS,	  they	  
would	  serve	  as	  competitive	   informal	  alternatives	   to	   the	  existing	  community	   loan	  money	   lenders	  
and	  eventually	  displace	  them,	  given	  their	  low	  rates	  of	  interest	  compared	  the	  usurious	  ones	  of	  the	  
money	   lenders.	   Thus,	   even	   though	   microcredit	   savings	   cooperatives	   are	   mainly	   formed	   to	  
promote	   access	   to	   credit	   for	  women,	   the	  unintended	  effects	   have	   the	  potential	   of	   shaping	   and	  
possibly	  entirely	  changing	   the	  economic	  structures	  and	  processes	  at	   the	  community	   level,	  when	  
the	   cooperatives	   become	   successful.	   Indeed,	   microcredit	   women,	   who	   become	   successful	   in	  
running	   their	   businesses,	   Schriver	   explained,	   earn	   respect	   and	  mostly	   get	   positions	   not	   only	   in	  
their	  families	  but	  also	  their	  societies	  (Schriver,	  2014:8).	  Since	  the	  recruitment	  into	  and	  holding	  of	  
positions	   pertain	   to	   politics,	   we	   share	  more	   light	   on	   this	   in	   the	   below	   section	   which	   discusses	  
political	  participation.	  	  
	  
4.4.2 Polit ical   participation  
It	  may	  be	  recalled	  that	  as	  aforementioned,	  for	  women	  to	  be	  able	  to	  participate	   in	  the	  economic	  
and	  political	  processes	  of	   their	   communities,	   they	  need	  more	   than	  credit	  –	   they	  need	  skills	  and	  
here	   leadership	   skills.	   This	   part	   therefore	   analyses	   how	   access	   to	   microcredit	   schemes	   help	  
women	   to	   acquire	   the	   necessary	   leadership	   skills	   to	   participate	   in	   the	   community’s	   political	  
processes.	   It	   will	   also	   analyse	   how	   the	   groups	   have	   served	   as	   points	   of	   contacts	   to	   fester	   the	  
provision	  of	  infrastructural	  developments	  and	  other	  social	  goods	  to	  the	  community.	  	  	  
It	  is	  worthy	  to	  note	  first	  and	  foremost	  that	  inherent	  in	  the	  microcredit	  groups	  leadership	  positions	  
like	  chairman,	  secretary,	  treasurer,	  records	  and	  books	  keeper,	  which	  the	  women	  occupy	  and	  play	  
the	  related	  roles	  themselves.	  	  The	  experiences	  and	  training	  they	  acquire	  from	  these	  positions	  and	  
at	   their	  meetings	   favourably	  predispose	   them	   for	   leadership	  positions	   in	  other	   associations	  and	  
organisations	   that	   they	   belong	   in	   the	   community,	   including	   the	   workplace.	   Meisner-­‐Jensen	  
captured	  the	  case	  of	  Ghana	  in	  her	  report	  this	  way:	  “Some	  VSLA	  members	  have	  been	  very	  active	  in	  
community	  action	  planning	   (CAP)	  processes	  that	   feed	   into	  District	  Mid	  Term	  Development	  Plans	  
and	  eventually	  National	  Development	  Plans.”	  (Meisner-­‐Jensen,	  2013:4).	  	  	  
The	   advocacy	   role	   of	   the	   VSLA	   groups	   in	   Zanzibar	   also	   becomes	   relevant	   here:	   “80%	   of	   VSLA	  
women	   reported	   that	   they	   are	   able	   to	   help	   other	   women	   in	   their	   community	   when	   they	   face	  
problems	   that	   need	   legal	   attention”	   (Ibid:	   3).	   It	   is	   however	   pointed	   out	   that	   Meisner-­‐Jensen,	  
(2013)	  does	  not	  clarify	  how	  and	  what	  form	  of	  legal	  assistance	  the	  women	  give	  to	  the	  other	  women	  
in	  their	  community.	  In	  Burundi,	  “VSLA	  women	  are	  present	  in	  various	  other	  community	  structures	  
including	  parent-­‐teacher	  associations	  and	  in	  a	  number	  of	  committees	  including	  water,	  hygiene	  and	  
sanitation	   and	   security	   committees	   and	   committees	   for	   the	   protection	   of	   orphans	   and	   other	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vulnerable	   children”	   and	   those	   in	  Uganda	   aside	   entering	   into	   “leadership	   positions,	  which	   have	  
previously	  been	  male	  dominated	  positions”,	   they	  have	  become	  arbitration	  platforms	   for	  settling	  
community	  conflicts	  and	  disputes	  (Ibid:3,	  4	  &	  5).	  However,	  Meisner-­‐Jensen	  does	  not	  expatiate	  on	  
and	  the	  kind	  of	  conflict	  the	  groups	  arbitrate	  and	  most	  importantly	  why	  they	  have	  become	  trusted	  
conflict	  resolution	  institutions.	  However,	  this	  might	  may	  be	  due	  to	  the	  respect	  and	  trust	  they	  have	  
earned	   in	   their	  various	  communities.	  Meisner-­‐Jensen	  also	  notes	   the	  case	  of	  Malawi	  where	  “one	  
VSLA	   group	   works	   closely	   with	   a	   political/human	   rights	   group	   called	   NICE	   which	   encourages	  
people	   to	   vote	   and	   educate	  members	   about	   rights”	   (Ibid:5).	  Whilst	  Meisner-­‐Jensen	  might	   have	  
been	  over	  generous	   in	  her	  attribution	  of	   the	  women’s	  political,	  advocacy	  and	  conflict	   resolution	  
roles	  in	  their	  districts,	  communities	  and	  social	  settings	  to	  their	  membership	  in	  the	  VSLA	  groups,	  it	  
cannot	  also	  be	   ruled	  out	   that	   the	  confidence,	  experiences	  and	   training	   the	  women	  gained	   from	  
their	  VSLA	  leadership	  and	  membership	  (which	  they	  hitherto	  lacked)	  have	  nothing	  to	  do	  with	  what	  
they	  are	  doing	  now.	  
In	   our	   interview	  with	  Hernø,	   he	   collaborated	  many	   of	   the	   claims	   of	  Meisner-­‐Jensen	   (2013)	   and	  
added	   the	   specific	   case	   of	   Niger	   where	   the	   VSLA	   women	   have	   even	   broken	   from	   their	  
communities	  and	  districts	  into	  national	  politics:	  	  
	  
”the	   VSLA	   groups	   have	   formed	   associations	   across	   a	   number	   of	  
communities	  and	  these	  associations	  again	  are	  in	  an	  umbrella	  structure	  so	  
what	  they	  call	  the	  MMD	  –	  a	  house	  expression	  for	  Women	  on	  the	  Move	  or	  
something	   	   is	  now	  a	  movement	  with	  a	  national	   leadership	  and	  with	  clear	  
targets	  of	  getting	  women	  in	  parliament	  and	  they	  have	  succeeded”	  (Hernø,	  
2014:9).	  
	  
We	  found	  that	  the	  playing	  of	  political	  roles	  at	  the	  community	  level	  by	  microcredit	  group	  members	  
does	  not	  pertain	   to	  only	  VSLA	  but	  also	   the	  WAWCAS	  program	  as	  earlier	  noted	   (see	   for	   instance	  
Schriver,	  2014:8).	  
In	   addition	   to	   the	   above,	   the	   growing	   relevance	   of	   microcredit	   groups	   to	   local	   and	   national	  
political	   processes	   have	   been	   their	   becoming	   recognized	   entry	   points	   [for]	   services-­‐providing	  
organizations	  and	  institutions	  (Meisner-­‐Jensen,	  2013:3).	  For	  instance,	  in	  Zanzibar	  “the	  community	  
members	   have	   benefited	   from	   increased	   access	   to	   development	   initiatives	   because	   the	   VSLA	  
groups	  are	  seen	  as	  an	  easy	  entry	  point	  by	  service-­‐providing	  organizations	  and	  institutions”	  (Ibid).	  
The	   case	  of	  Uganda	   is	   similar	   to	   that	  of	   Zanzibar	  where	   “many	  VSLA	  groups	   [have]	  become	   the	  
contact	  point	  between	  the	  government	  and	  the	  community	  and	  that	  as	  a	  result,	  many	  government	  
programs	  now	  directly	  target	  VSLA	  members”	  (Ibid:5)	  	  	  
In	  the	  case	  of	  Nepal,	  Schriver	  shared	  a	  community	  case	  where	  the	  children	  at	  school	  component	  of	  
the	   WAWCAS	   program	   have	   led	   to	   the	   need	   for	   and	   establishment	   of	   a	   kindergarten	   by	   the	  
women	  themselves:	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”We	  have	  one	  area	  now	  where	  the	  women	  say	  ‘ah	  we	  need	  a	  kindergarten.	  
We	  don’t	   have	  a	   kindergarten’.	   But	  we	   say	   ‘we	   cannot	  pay.	  We’re	  not	   a	  
donor	   program.	  We’ll	   not	   pay	   for	   a	   kindergarten.	   But	  we	   could	   help	   you	  
organise	  a	  kindergarten	  and	  you	  can	  save	  money	  for	  that’.	  And	  now	  they	  
have	  a	  structure	  for	  a	  kindergarten	  themselves”	  (Schriver,	  2014:11).	  	  
	  
As	  commended	  by	  Schriver	  herself,	  this	  is	  “a	  huge	  impact	  because	  suddenly	  they	  have	  the	  power	  
and	  the	  energy	  to	  create	  a	  kindergarten	  themselves”	  (Ibid).	  
The	   above	   findings	   effectively	   challenge	  Mayoux	   (2003)	   assertion	   that	  microcredit	   programmes	  
may	  contribute	  little	  to	  social	  and	  political	  empowerment	  of	  women.	  Whilst	  her	  claim	  that	  “time	  
spent	   in	   savings	   and	   credit	  meetings	   automatically	   decrease	  women’s	   time	   for	   other	   social	   and	  
political	   activities”	   (Mayoux,	   2003:15)	   may	   be	   valid,	   it	   begs	   the	   confidence,	   experience,	  
enlightenment	   and	   training	   that	   women	   acquire	   form	   these	   “credit	   meetings”,	   which	   usefully	  
empower	  them	  to	  play	  active	  roles	  in	  social	  and	  political	  activities.	  Indeed	  as	  Mayoux	  rightly	  points	  
out,	  the	  groups	  “exclude	  more	  disadvantaged	  women	  from	  important	  networks”	  because	  not	  all	  
poor	  people	  can	  become	  or	  are	  part	  of	  microcredit	  groups.	  However,	  what	  Mayoux	  fails	  to	  credit	  
is	  the	  various	  social	  goods	  and	  infrastructure	  that	  through	  the	  groups	  come	  to	  the	  community	  for	  
the	  benefit	  of	  all	  women	  including	  non-­‐members	  of	  the	  groups.	  	  
	  
4.5 Learning	  from	  previous	  experiences	  and	  critical	  studies	  about	  microcredit	  
As	   noted	   elsewhere,	   microcredit	   has	   received	   bad	   press	   for	   quite	   some	   time	   now.	   Danish	  
investigative	  journalist,	  Tom	  Heinemann’s	  documentary	  “Caught	  in	  Micro	  Debt”	  revealed	  a	  lot	  of	  
issues	  about	  microcredit,	  not	  only	  in	  Bangladesh	  but	  also	  places	  like	  Andhra	  Pradesh	  in	  India	  and	  
in	  the	  state	  of	  Oaxaca	   in	  Mexico.	  The	  Microcredit	   loan-­‐takers	  told	  the	  same	  story	  over	  and	  over	  
again:	   Most	   of	   them	   had	   numerous	   loans	   in	   various	   NGO’s	   and	   Microcredit	   Institutions	  –	   and	  
many	  must	  take	  new	  loans	  to	  cover	  the	  old	  ones.	  They	  paid	  annual	  interest	  rates	  ranging	  from	  30-­‐
200	  %,	  and	  they	  are	  under	  extreme	  social	  pressure	  from	  the	  other	  members	  of	  their	  groups,	  not	  to	  
mention	  how	  cruel	  and	  rude	  some	  of	  the	  loan	  officers	  behave	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  defaulting	  a	  single	  
weekly	  payment.	  The	  worst	  of	  all,	  the	  foremost	  evangelist	  of	  microcredit,	  Muhammad	  Yunus	  was	  
accused	  of	  tax	  evasion.	  The	  film	  revealed	  a	  number	  of	  secret	  documents	  proving	  how	  Yunus	  back	  
in	   the	  mid-­‐90ʹ′s	   transferred	  100	  million	  USD	  –	  where	  most	  was	  donated	  as	  grants	   from	  Norway,	  
Sweden,	  Germany,	  USA	  and	  Canada	  –	  to	  a	  new	  company	  in	  the	  Grameen-­‐family	  in	  order	  to	  save	  
tax	  in	  the	  future	  (Heinemann,	  2010).	  	  	  
However,	  investigations	  conducted	  by	  other	  journalists	  mainly	  contradict	  the	  factual	  basis	  of	  most	  
of	   Heinemann’s	   claims.	   Equally	   some	   development	   scholars	   have	   voiced	   some	   concerns	   in	  
refutation	   of	  most	   of	   the	   claims	   of	   ”Caught	   in	  Micro	   Debt”	   (Odell,	   2011:	   Roodman,	   2010).	   For	  
instance,	  Roodman	  takes	  Tom	  on	  his	  blog:	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”Overall,	  Tom	  seems	  to	  have	  made	  pretty	  much	  the	  most	  negative	  movie	  
he	  could.	  As	  I	  show	  just	  below,	  the	  film	  sensationalizes	  matters	  that	  have	  
more	   to	   do	   with	   making	   Muhammad	   Yunus	   look	   bad	   than	   whether	  
microcredit	  is	  good	  for	  the	  poor;	  exaggerates	  the	  Grameen	  Bank's	  interest	  
rates	   despite	   my	   explanations	   in	   e-­‐mail	   to	   Tom	   and	   on	   this	   blog;	   and	  
heavily	   favours	   negative	   voices,	   depriving	   viewers	   of	   the	   opportunity	   to	  
glimpse	   the	   complexities	   of	   the	   real	   world	   and	   think	   for	   themselves.	  
Talking-­‐head	   defenders	   of	  microcredit	   do	   get	   some	   airtime.	   However,	   as	  
far	  as	  I	  can	  tell	  the	  client	  voices	  are	  all	  negative.	  Such	  voices	  are	  important	  
and	   generally	   underrepresented,	   but	   they	   are	   not	   the	   whole	  
story”	  (Roodman,	  2010).	  
Also	  NORAD	   reports	  on	   the	  matter	   after	   the	  documentary	  was	   aired	  on	  a	  Norwegian	   television	  
absolved	  Yunus	  and	  the	  Grameen	  Bank	  of	  claims	  of	  corruption,	  or	  embezzlement	  and	  unintended	  
use	  of	  the	  funds.	  However,	   in	  May	  2011,	  Yunus	  was	  sacked	  from	  the	  Grameen	  Bank	   in	   line	  with	  
the	  age	  retirement	  laws	  of	  Bangladesh.	  
Beside	   the	   above	   scandals,	   again,	   as	   noted	  elsewhere	   in	   this	   report,	   day	  by	  day,	   there	   are	   also	  
growing	   volumes	   of	   literature	   and	   research	   studies	  which	   question	   the	   plausibility	   of	   the	   claim	  
that	  microcredit	  empowers	  women	  and	  festers	  sustainable	  reduction	  of	  poverty	  (Karlan	  &	  Zinman,	  
2011;	  Bateman,	  2011;	  Consa	  &	  Paprockia,	  2010;	  Karim,	  2011;	  Ditcher,	  2006).	  Therefore,	  we	  sought	  
to	  find	  out	  how	  the	  studied	  organisations	  have	  learnt/	  are	  learning	  from	  previous	  experiences	  and	  
the	  critical	  news	  about	  microcredit.	  The	  below	  findings	  were	  made	  in	  respect	  of	  the	  above.	  	  
According	  to	  Schriver,	  the	  whole	  motivation	  of	  starting	  up	  the	  WAWCAS	  program	  arose	  out	  of	  a	  
feeling	   that	   previous	   programs	   engaging	  women	  were	   not	   holistic	   enough	   in	   their	   approaches.	  
Specifically	  was	  the	  concern	  about	  the	  sustainability	  of	  such	  programmes	  and	  their	  inability	  to	  cut	  
of	  links	  of	  women’s	  dependency	  on	  other	  societal	  structures,	  especially	  women’s	  dependency	  on	  
men.	  Schriver	  explains	  why	  she	  and	  her	  partners	  founded	  WAWCAS:	  
“We	  were	  both	  very	  critical	   towards	   these	  heavy	  donor	  projects,	  because	  
even	  if	  the	  women	  developed	  a	  lot	  also	  in	  that	  project,	  when	  we	  leave	  the	  
area	  they	  still	  cannot	  make	  a	  living.	  I	  mean,	  they	  can	  read	  a	  little	  bit	  more,	  
they	   have	   health	   centres,	   but	   they	   cannot	   make	   a	   living.	   They’re	   still	  
depending	  on	  supports	  or	  their	  husbands	  or	  whatever”	  (Schriver	  2014:1).	  
The	  WAWCAS	  program,	  from	  its	  onset,	  sought	  to	  work	  with	  very	  poor	  women	  and	  tried	  to	  raise	  
their	   status	   in	   the	   societies	   they	   lived	   in.	   Of	   most	   importance,	   is	   the	   focus	   to	   challenge	   the	  
assertion	   that	   microcredit	   programs	   are	   incapable	   of	   meeting	   the	   needs	   of	   the	   ultra-­‐poor.	  
However,	   as	   noted	   elsewhere	   in	   this	   report,	  WAWCAS	   “ultra-­‐poor’s	   identification	   and	   selection	  
criteria”	  is	  plagued	  with	  ambiguity.	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One	  of	  the	  major	  arguments	  posed	  by	  the	  feminist	  critics,	  as	  discussed	  in	  our	  previous	  chapters,	  is	  
the	  concern	  that	  microcredit	  programs	  are	  not	  keen	  to	  alter	  the	  patriarchal	  orders	  and	  structures	  
in	   societies.	   This,	   they	   argue,	   limits	   the	   ability	   of	   these	   programmes	   to	   efficiently	   benefit	   the	  
women	   or	   even	   raise	   their	   economic	   and	   social	   status	   in	   society.	   Having	   in	   mind	   that	   such	  
tendencies	  are	  present	  in	  societies,	  the	  WAWCAS	  program	  again	  adopts	  different	  mechanisms	  to	  
ensure	  that	  this	  is	  not	  the	  case	  in	  regard	  to	  their	  activities.	  First,	  the	  program,	  unlike	  most	  other	  
microcredit	   programs,	   works	   closely	   with	   the	   beneficiaries	   at	   the	   local	   level	   and	   thus	   takes	  
seriously	   Consa	  &	  Paprockia,	   (2010)	   admonition	   that	  development	   strategies	  must	  be	   rooted	   in	  
local	   conditions	   and	   cultural	   practices	   and	   also	   engage	   recipients	   in	   its	   design	   and	   evaluation.	  
There	  is	  thus	  a	  great	  effort	  to	  understand	  the	  lives	  of	  the	  local	  women	  and	  the	  different	  challenges	  
they	   go	   through.	   This	   facilitates	   an	   avenue	   where	   these	   challenges	   can	   be	   addressed	   through	  
trainings	  and	  other	  means,	  such	  as	  home-­‐visits.	  	  Also,	  the	  program	  tries	  to	  incorporate	  the	  men	  in	  
the	   trainings	   to	   influence	  a	   change	   in	  both	   their	  behaviour	   and	  attitudes,	  hence	  promote	   some	  
form	  of	   equality	   in	   the	   long	   run.	   Schriver	   explains	   the	  difference	   in	   their	   approach	   from	  others	  
with	  the	  following	  statement:	  	  
”I	   know	   other	   microfinance	   programs.	   You	   sit	   maybe	   in	   Denmark	   or	   in	  
India	  and	  you	  give	  out	  loans	  and	  you	  don’t	  know	  what	  is	  going	  on	  and	  then	  
I	  think,	  it’s	  much	  more	  easy	  because	  the	  structure	  in	  the	  family	  is	  that	  the	  
husband	  can	  overrule	  the	  woman[…]	  You	  know,	  all	  these	  things.	  But	  then	  
we	   train	   the	  women	   in	   how	   to	   save	  money	   and	   how	   to	   hide	   the	  money	  
from	  the	  husband	  and	  we	  train	  the	  husband	  in	  not	  having	  this	  attitude	  and	  
all	  these	  things	  and	  they	  change.”	  (Schriver	  2014:11).	  
In	   doing	   all	   these,	   their	   training	   is	   also	   focused	   on	   a	   lot	   of	   social	   issues	   apart	   from	   business	  
training.	  According	  to	  Schriver,	  if	  the	  social	  issues	  are	  not	  adequately	  handled	  and	  addressed,	  then	  
it	  is	  difficult	  to	  have	  a	  solid	  life	  basis	  and	  even	  participate	  in	  entrepreneurial	  ventures	  (ibid:7).	  This	  
view	  resonates	  well	  with	  the	  feminists	  critique	  on	  microcredit.	  	  
Some	  of	  the	  opponents	  of	  microcredit	  also	  argue	  that	  microcredit	  programs	  are	  very	  inflexible	  and	  
abusive.	  	  This	  stems	  from	  observations	  that	  they	  pressurise	  women	  to	  repay	  loans	  and	  as	  a	  result	  
throw	   them	   into	   deepened	   cycles	   of	   debt	   and	   dependency,	   since	   they	   have	   to	   borrow	   from	   a	  
couple	  of	  institutions	  to	  service	  their	  loans	  (Consa	  &	  Paprocki,	  2010:	  Sample,	  2011).	  Our	  findings	  
with	   the	  WAWCAS	  program	   is	   however	   different.	   In	   fact,	   Schriver,	   just	   as	   the	   critical	   literature,	  
pointed	  out	  how	  some	  microfinance	  institutions	  are	  exploitative	  of	  the	  poor	  which	  informed	  the	  
goal	  taken	  by	  WAWCAS	  to	  renounce	  profit	  appropriation	  and	  assist	  as	  many	  women	  as	  they	  can	  to	  
abdicate	  poverty.	  	  
“We	   never	   talk	   about	   microfinance.	   We	   don’t	   call	   our	   program	   a	  
microfinance	   program,	   because	   microfinance	   is	   about	   some	   wealthy	  
people	   earning	   a	   lot	   of	   money	   on	   poor	   people.	   Because	   you	   take	   an	  
interest	   and	   you	   see	   so	   many,	   many	   people	   that	   have	   been	   so	   rich	   on	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microfinance.	  So	  we	  don’t	  want	  to	  get	  into	  that	  and	  we	  don’t	  want	  to	  get	  
into	   all	   the	   bad	   discussion	   […]	   they	   pay	   an	   interest,	   but	   that’s	   only	   to	  
ensure	   that	  other	  women	  can	  get	  a	   loan.	  We	  never	   take	  any	  money	  out.	  
They	  go	  on	  an	  account	  and	  this	  account	  is	  only	  used	  for	  new	  loans	  and	  we	  
show	   the	  women	  and	   they	   can	   see	   the	  money	   coming	   in	  and	   the	  money	  
coming	   out.	   It’s	   not	   to	  make	   Schriver	  wealthy,	   because	   that’s	   very	   often	  
the	  conditions	  in	  microfinance.	  	  We	  never	  talk	  about	  microfinance.	  We	  talk	  
about	  small-­‐scale	  loan,	  which	  is	  one	  tool,	  but	  it’s	  not	  the	  first	  tool	  they	  get,	  
it’s	   not	   the	   most	   important	   tool.	   The	   most	   important	   tool	   is	   to	   make	  
cooperatives	   and	   to	   learn	   to	   save	   and	   really	   save	   personally	   and	   in	   the	  
group	  and	  also	   for	  your	  children.	  So	  saving	   is	  much	  more	   important	   than	  
having	  a	  loan.”	  (Schriver	  2014:5).	  
Since	  WAWCAS	   and	  VSLA	   are	   not	   ‘for	   profit’	   there	   is	  much	   flexibility	   even	   on	   the	   demands	   for	  
repayment	   and	   intensive	   training	   (WAWCAS:	   16	   months	   or	   more;	   VSLA:	   12	   months	   or	   more).	  
During	   the	   training	   the	  women	  are	   taught	   how	   to	   address	   unpredictable	   happenings	   (accidents	  
etc.),	  if	  they	  arise	  within	  the	  group.	  Additionally,	  the	  programs	  are	  flexible	  enough	  to	  incorporate	  
chances	   that	   women	  may	   not	   pay	   the	   loans	   as	   expected.	   If	   this	   happens,	   the	   women	   are	   not	  
punished	  but	  rather	  assisted	  in	  all	  ways	  possible	  to	  get	  back	  on	  their	  “feet	  again“.	  Schriver	  told	  us	  
that:	  
“They	  are	  expected	  to	  pay	  back	  within	  some	  months	  in	  the	  beginning	  but	  
off	  course	  if	  some	  accident	  happens,	  we	  don’t	  want	  to	  cut	  their	  heads	  off.	  
They	  would	  if	  they	  go	  to	  the	  bank.	  They	  would	  say	  ‘okey,	  that’s	  okey.	  Then	  
we	  just	  add	  more	  interest	  on’	  and	  then	  they’re	  totally	  shaken.	  We	  say	  ‘okey	  
you	   get	   3	  months	  without	   interest.	   You’ll	   start	   your	   paying	   back	   after	   3	  
months’.	   Because	   we	   are	   not	   an	   income	   generating	   microfinance	  
institution,	   so	  we	  want	   them	  to	  be	   trained	   in	  being	   responsible	   in	  paying	  
back.	   But	   if	   something	   really	   unpredictable	   happens	   and	  we	   can	   see	   the	  
woman	   is	  very	  committed	   in	  all	  other	  perspectives,	  we	  don’t	  want	   in	  any	  
perspective	  to	  let	  her	  down.	  That’s	  different,	  I	  think.”	  (Schriver,	  2014:11).	  	  
In	  the	  case	  of	  CARE’s	  VSLA,	  the	  learning	  is	  not	  more	  from	  the	  critical	  literature,	  but	  from	  their	  own	  
field	  experiences	  (as	  noted	  elsewhere,	  Hernø	  stated	  that	  he	  had	  not	  apprised	  himself	  much	  with	  
what	   the	   literature	   is	   saying).	   CARE’s	   approach	   to	  provide	  only	   training	   and	   facilitation	   and	  not	  
funding	   is	   borne	   out	   of	   their	   experience	   that	  when	   funds	   are	   externally	   injected,	   the	   programs	  
mostly	  become	  unsustainable	  because	  beneficiaries	  do	  not	  repay	  their	  loans.	  	  
”We	   learn	   to	   respect	   the	  methodology.	  We've	   had	   experiences	   of	  mixed	  
methodologies	  in	  Nepal	  that	  didn’t	  work	  too	  well.	  And	  in	  Vietnam	  it	  had	  to	  
do	  with	  different	   traditions.	  VSLA	  had	  strong	  organizations	  already	  doing	  
microfinance	   at	   the	   local	   level	   particularly	  with	   capital	   injected	   from	   the	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outside	  and	  most	  evaluations	  show	  that	  it’s	  not	  sustainable	  because	  when	  
money	   come	   from	   the	   outside	   it’s	   not	   being	   repaid	   generally	   speaking,	  
there	   is	   much	   lower	   repayment	   rate	   than	   the	   VSLA	   groups.	   Which	   is	  
natural	  because	  it’s	  their	  own	  money	  so	  they	  [will	  want	  to	  pay]	  ”	  (Hernø,	  
2014:10).	  
Strangely,	   CARE’s	   feared	   approach	   is	   what	   WAWCAS	   is	   using	   in	   Nepal.	   It	   may	   therefore	   be	  
necessary	  that	  microcredit	  and	  development	  organizations	  working	   in	  similar	  fields	  and	  contexts	  
share	   results,	   acquired	   knowledge	   and	   experiences	   to	   better	   understand	   the	   challenges	   and	  
opportunities	  in	  their	  terrains	  of	  operation.	  	  
	  
4.6 Summary	  of	  analysis	  
Overall,	   this	   chapter	   analysed	   the	   development	   implications	   of	   access	   to	   and	   provision	   of	  
microcredit	  services	  relative	  to	  women’s	  economic	  empowerment,	  addressing	  gender	   inequality,	  
participation	   in	   decision	   making,	   economic	   and	   political	   processes	   at	   the	   household	   and	  
community	  levels	  respectively	  and	  how	  microcredit	  practitioners	  are	  updating	  and	  modifying	  their	  
strategies	  and	  operations	  in	  lieu	  of	  previous	  experiences	  and	  the	  critical	  perspectives.	  	  
In	   respect	   to	  women’s	   economic	   empowerment,	   it	   has	   been	   argued	   that	   access	   to	  microcredit	  
services	  has	  real	  implications	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  it	  avails	  the	  women	  credit,	  which	  they	  can	  invest	  
in	  income	  generating	  activities.	  However	  the	  assumption	  that	  women	  are	  served	  best	  only	  when	  
they	  invest	   in	  income	  generating	  activities	  has	  been	  challenged.	  That	  microcredit	  puts	  women	  in	  
cycle	  of	  indebtedness	  has	  been	  argued	  as	  not	  an	  issue	  of	  microcredit	  per	  se	  but	  the	  focus	  of	  the	  
scheme	  –	  whether	  for	  profit	  or	  not.	   It	  has	  also	  been	  found	  out	  that	  whilst	  access	  to	  microcredit	  
and	   the	   benefit	   of	   the	   added	   training	   programs	   enhance	   women’s	   decision	   potentials	   at	   the	  
household,	   same	   can	   also	   put	   them	   at	   risk	   of	   abuse	   and	   violence	   in	   view	   of	   the	   threat	   that	  
women’s	  increased	  role	  at	  the	  household	  pose	  on	  men’s	  role	  as	  primary	  income	  earners	  and	  chief	  
decision	  makers	  in	  traditional	  societies.	  This	  makes	  the	  involvement	  of	  men	  in	  training	  programs	  a	  
necessity	  –	  something	  some	  microcredit	  schemes	  do	  –	  WAWCAS	  and	  VSLA.	   In	  respect	  of	  gender	  
inequality,	   it	   has	   been	   argued	   that	   access	   to	   credit	   alone	   does	   not	   resolve	   the	   structural	  
constraints	  that	  manifest	  it.	  However	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  microcredit	  can	  be	  able	  to	  address	  this	  
depends	  on	  how	  the	  respective	  scheme	  perceives	  how	  empowerment	  should	  manifest	  –	  whether	  
without	  or	  within	  and	  also	  more	  importantly	  how	  microcredit	  is	  able	  to	  meet	  the	  needs	  of	  those	  at	  
the	   bottom	   –	   the	   poorest	   of	   the	   poor	   (mostly	   women)	   who	   experience	   deep	   seated	   levels	   of	  
inequalities	   in	   the	   society.	   This	   therefore	   brings	   to	   light	   whether	   or	   not	   microcredit	   actually	  
reaches	  out	  to	  the	  poorest	  of	  poor.	  The	  findings	  above	  could	  not	  resolve	  this	  in	  view	  of	  first	  and	  
foremost	  the	  emphatic	  claim	  of	  one	  of	  our	   interlocutors	  that	   it	  does	  not	  reach	  them.	  Whilst	  the	  
other	  claims	  to	  reach	  them,	  the	  problems	  with	  the	  approach	  used	  to	  identify	  and	  select	  the	  ultra-­‐
poor	  makes	  the	  sustainability	  of	  the	  claim	  quite	  shaky.	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However	  this	  is	  not	  to	  say	  that	  microcredit	  does	  not	  benefit	  the	  poorest	  of	  poor	  in	  any	  other	  ways.	  
Indeed,	  as	  evident	  in	  our	  analysis	  of	  women’s	  participation	  in	  the	  economic	  and	  political	  processes	  
of	   their	   societies,	   the	   many	   infrastructural	   developments	   and	   social	   goods	   that	   come	   into	  
communities	  with	  microcredit	  women’s	  groups	  do	  not	  benefit	  only	  the	  women	  in	  the	  groups	  but	  
perhaps	  the	  entire	  society,	  including	  the	  poorest	  of	  the	  poor	  who	  may	  not	  be	  members	  of	  any	  of	  
the	   credit	   groups.	   Indeed	   it	   can	  also	  be	  argued	   that	   the	   small-­‐scale	  businesses	   that	  microcredit	  
beneficiaries	  operate	  at	  their	  communities	  can	  employ	  the	  ultra-­‐poor	  to	  undertake	  menial	  jobs	  for	  
subsistence.	  Thus	  assuming	  without	  admitting	  that	  the	  case	  for	  microcredit’s	  inability	  to	  reach	  the	  
ultra-­‐poor	  was	  to	  be	  sustained,	   it	  does	  not	   logically	   follow	  that	  they	  do	  not	  benefit	   in	  any	  other	  
ways.	  Also	  the	  evidence	  appears	  to	  converge	  that	  microcredit	  practitioners	  have	  taken	  cues	  and	  
lessons	   from	   previous	   experiences	   and	   the	   critical	   news	   about	   microcredit	   and	   women’s	  
empowerment.	  	  
	   	  
	   54	  
5 Discussion	  
5.1 Microcredit	  –	  The	  magic	  bullet	  for	  women’s	  empowerment?	  
As	   mentioned	   in	   the	   previous	   chapter,	   the	   aim	   of	   this	   study	   was	   to	   assess	   the	   effects	   of	  
microcredit	  on	  women’s	  empowerment	  by	  examining	  to	  what	  extent	  the	  provision	  of	  microcredit	  
materially	   translate	   into	   realization	   of	   economic	   rise	   among	   women,	   whether	   access	   to	  
microcredit	   makes	   women	   better	   able	   to	   assert	   their	   rights	   over	   decision-­‐making	   within	   the	  
family,	  and	  the	  degree	  to	  which	  women’s	  access	  to	  microcredit	  increase	  their	  participation	  in	  the	  
economic	  and	  political	  processes	  of	   the	  society	  and	  ensure	  reduction	  of	  gender	   inequalities	  and	  
disparities.	   Finally,	  we	   sought	   to	  examine	   the	  extent	   to	  which	  WAWCAS	   International	  and	  CARE	  
Denmark	  have	  been	  able	  to	  learn	  from	  previous	  experiences	  and	  critical	  studies	  about	  microcredit,	  
and	  against	  this	  backdrop	  have	  evaluated	  and	  modulated	  their	  programs.	  	  	  
The	   literature	   review	   already	   showed	   that	   the	   case	   that	   microcredit	   empowers	   women	   is	   a	  
contested	  one	  and	  whether	  one	  argues	  for	  or	  against	  microcredit	  as	  a	  tool	   for	  empowerment	   is	  
highly	  a	  matter	  of	  perspective.	  Both	   the	  program	  by	  WAWCAS	   International	  and	  CARE	  Denmark	  
that	  we	  undertook	  to	  study	  have	  the	  objective	  to	  empower	  women.	  Therefore,	  in	  this	  chapter,	  we	  
will	   examine	   our	   findings	   in	   the	   light	   of	   Longwe’s	   framework	   on	   different	   degrees	   of	  
empowerment	  and	  thereby	  discuss	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  the	  programs	  can	  be	  said	  to	  have	  achieved	  
their	  objectives	  of	  empowering	  the	  women	  they	  serve	  or	  otherwise.	  
Longwe	  suggests	  that	  the	  ’lower’	  degrees	  of	  empowerment	  are	  prerequisite	  for	  achieving	  higher	  
ones,	  as	  mentioned	  before.	  From	  such	  a	  perspective	  one	  might	  ask:	  How	  far	  up	  ‘the	  ladder’	  have	  
WAWCAS	   International	  and	  CARE	  Denmark	  moved	   in	   their	  approaches?	  However,	  based	  on	  our	  
findings	  and	  arguments	  from	  the	   literature,	  we	  argue	  that	  the	  process	  of	  achieving	  the	  different	  
degrees	   of	   empowerment	   not	   necessarily	   is	   an	   upward	   one.	   Instead,	   some	   aspects	   of	  
empowerment	   from	   the	  different	   degrees	  might	   be	   achievable	  while	   others	   are	   left	   out.	   In	   the	  
following,	  we	  will	  discuss	  which	  aspects	  of	  empowerment	  the	  two	  programs	  studied	  seem	  to	  have	  
achieved	  and	  which	  they	  have	  not.	  	  
As	   mentioned	   in	   the	   analysis,	   WAWCAS	   International	   and	   CARE	   Denmark’s	   programs	   seem	   to	  
bring	  about	  some	   improvements,	   including	  empowering	  women	  to	  some	  extent.	  One	   thing	   that	  
was	  prominent	  was	  that	  both	  programs	  appear	  to	  have	  successfully	  accomplished	  the	  first	  degree	  
in	   Longwe’s	   framework,	  which	   is	   the	  welfare	   ‘degree’,	  where	   basic	   needs	   are	   satisfied.	   Despite	  
working	  with	  different	  methods,	   both	  NGOs	   facilitate	   access	   to	   credit	   to	   their	   beneficiaries	   and	  
this	  finance	  go	  a	  long	  way	  to	  satisfy	  their	  basic	  needs	  and	  that	  of	  their	  dependents.	  However,	  as	  
Longwe	  argues,	  at	  this	  level,	  the	  structural	  causes	  that	  limit	  the	  ability	  of	  women	  to	  fulfill	  their	  full	  
potentials	  are	  not	  addressed	  and	  one	  might	  therefore	  argue	  that	  ensuring	  empowerment	  through	  
access	  to	  credit	  alone	  only	  is	  partial	  empowerment,	  as	  also	  advocated	  by	  the	  feminist	  perspective.	  	  	  
For	  the	  second	  (‘access’)	  degree	  to	  be	  achieved,	  equal	  access	  to	  education,	  land	  and	  credit	  should	  
be	  assured.	  Our	  findings	  indicate	  that	  this	  is	  a	  difficult	  degree	  for	  the	  NGOs	  to	  achieve	  fully,	  under	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their	   current	   objectives,	   due	   to	   the	   fact	   that	   they	   do	   not	   directly	   deal	   with	   the	   institutional	  
environment.	   Furthermore,	   their	  work	   does	   not	   target	   the	   structures	   that	   can	   ensure	  women’s	  
enjoyment	  of	  equal	  access	  to	  education,	  land	  and	  other	  rights	  in	  their	  community.	  However,	  in	  the	  
programs	   studied,	   the	  NGOs	  are	   clearly	  working	  hard	   to	  empower	   the	  women	  so	   that	   they	   can	  
acquire	   the	   needed	   skills	   that	  will	   enable	   them	   campaign	   for	   the	   enjoyment	   of	   these	   rights.	   In	  
relation	   to	   this,	   WAWCAS	   International	   has	   helped	   their	   beneficiaries	   set	   up	   a	   bank	   and	   a	  
kindergarten	   in	   their	  community	   (Schriver,	  2014:12-­‐13),	  as	  mentioned	   in	   the	  analysis,	  and	  these	  
institutions	  could	  provide	  needed	  services	  not	  only	  to	  the	  beneficiaries,	  but	  the	  whole	  community.	  	  
On	  the	  third	  degree	  in	  Longwe’s	  framework,	  the	  conscientization	  and	  awareness-­‐raising	  ‘degree’,	  
structural	  and	   institutional	  discrimination	  should	  be	  addressed	   in	  order	   to	  ensure	   this	  degree	  of	  
empowerment.	  Again,	   addressing	   structural	   and	   institutional	   discrimination	   is	   not	   necessarily	   in	  
the	  focus	  of	  the	  two	  programs.	  In	  both	  cases,	  the	  focus	  is	  more	  on	  mobilizing	  changes	  in	  the	  lives	  
of	   their	   beneficiaries	   so	   that	   in	   turn,	   the	  women	  would	   be	   equipped	  with	   the	   needed	   skills	   to	  
demand	   for	   entitlement	   from	   the	   institutions	   that	   perpetuate	   discrimination	   against	   them.	  
However,	  even	  though	  the	  NGOs	  do	  not	  take	  on	  the	  structures	  of	  the	  community,	  they	  undertake	  
some	  skill	  training	  programs	  such	  as	  building	  the	  confidence	  of	  beneficiaries.	  This	  is	  especially	  true	  
of	  WAWCAS	   International,	  which	  provides	   their	  beneficiaries	  with	   confidence	  building	  alongside	  
business	  training,	  loans	  etc.	  	  
The	   fourth	   degree	   of	   empowerment,	   by	   Longwe,	   is	   the	  participation	   and	  mobilization	   ‘degree’,	  
where	   the	   equal	   taking	   of	   decisions	   is	   enabled.	   This	   aspect	   of	   empowerment	   is	   one	   the	   NGOs	  
under	  study	  have	  been	  working	  hard	  to	  achieve,	  which	  seems	  to	  be	  based	  on	  the	  assumption	  that	  
availability	   of	   credit	   to	   enable	   startups	   and	   financial	   independence	   increases	   women’s	  
participation	   and	   decision-­‐making	   capacity	   in	   their	   household	   and	   community	   as	   a	   whole.	  
Unfortunately,	   this	  aspect	  of	  empowerment	  does	  not	  seem	  to	  be	   fully	  achieved	  by	   the	  NGOs	   in	  
their	  programs.	  Our	  analysis	  has	  shown	  that	  the	  fact	  that	  women	  get	  access	  to	  financial	  capability	  
does	   not	   necessarily	   translate	   into	   equal	   decision	   making	   ability	   and	   a	   change	   in	   the	   overall	  
patriarchal	  system,	  which	  exists	  in	  some	  communities.	  However,	  our	  analysis	  also	  showed	  that	  the	  
availability	   of	   funds	   for	   women	   do	   have	   the	   potential	   to	   improve	   women’s	   status	   in	   the	  
households	  and	  to	  some	  extent	  give	  them	  a	  sort	  of	  bargaining	  chip	  herein.	  
The	  fifth	  and	  final	  degree	  of	  Longwe	  is	  the	  control	  ‘degree’,	  where	  individuals	  can	  make	  decisions	  
and	  these	  are	  fully	  recognized.	  This	  aspect	  of	  empowerment	  also	  seems	  to	  be	  under	  construction	  
in	  both	  programs,	  since	  our	  analysis	  showed	  that	  poor	  women	  still	  accede	  to	  their	  husbands	  and	  
male	   relatives	   in	   terms	   of	   decision-­‐making.	   Therefore,	   cultural	   barriers,	   that	   inhibit	   women’s	  
ability	  to	  make	  independent	  decisions,	  are	  mostly	  still	  in	  place	  despite	  the	  fact	  that	  women	  have	  
improved	  their	  ability	  to	  decide	  what	  to	  use	  their	  money	  for.	  Overall,	  it	  still	  seems	  to	  be	  the	  case	  
that	  most	  women	  make	  decisions	  in	  conjunction	  with	  their	  husbands	  and	  their	  husbands	  have	  to	  
approve	  the	  decisions	  of	  the	  women	  in	  order	  for	  them	  to	  be	  implemented.	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To	  sum	  up	  the	  above,	  access	  to	  credit	  is	  ensured	  in	  both	  programs	  and	  basic	  needs	  seem	  satisfied.	  
Furthermore,	  there	  is	  an	  attempt	  to	  solve	  the	  structural	  causes	  to	  gender	  inequality	  and	  especially	  
in	   the	   case	   of	   WAWCAS,	   where	   male	   relatives	   are	   involved	   in	   training	   etc.	   However,	   these	  
improvements	  might	  only	  be	  immediate	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  institutional	  environment	  is	  left	  
out.	  According	  to	  the	  framework	  of	  Longwe,	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  the	  first	  level	  of	  empowerment	  
is	  achieved	  fully	  in	  both	  the	  case	  of	  WAWCAS	  and	  CARE	  Denmark’s	  program,	  as	  mentioned	  above.	  
However,	  only	  in	  the	  case	  of	  WAWCAS	  are	  such	  basic	  needs	  (arguably)	  aimed	  at	  the	  poorest	  of	  the	  
poor,	  whereas	  the	  program	  of	  CARE	  Denmark	  is	  not	  targeting	  the	  poorest	  of	  the	  poor.	  	  
Furthermore,	  achieving	  the	  following	  four	  degrees	  fully	  does	  not	  seem	  to	  have	  taken	  place	  with	  
regard	  to	  the	  programs	  studied.	  Instead,	  different	  aspects	  from	  the	  different	  degrees	  appear	  to	  be	  
achieved,	  such	  as	  access	  to	  credit.	  Moreover,	  equality	  in	  decision	  taking	  is	  enabled	  to	  some	  extent	  
and	  there	  are	  attempts	  in	  addressing	  some	  structural	  causes.	  Therefore,	  in	  the	  case	  of	  WAWCAS	  
International	  and	  CARE	  Denmark,	  one	  might	  argue	  that	  despite	  the	  fact	  that	  they	  seem	  to	  have	  a	  
knowledge	  of	  critical	  studies	  and	  have	  taken	  these	  into	  account	  when	  setting	  forth	  objectives	  and	  
designing	  their	  programs,	  some	  aspects	  of	  the	  relationship	  between	  saving	  and	  loan	  programs	  and	  
women’s	  empowerment	  are	  left	  out,	  including	  the	  institutional	  environment.	  	  	  	  
In	   the	  analysis,	  we	  argued	  that	  empowering	  women	  through	  microcredit	  might	  only	  be	  possible	  
when	   additional	   specific	   training	   and	   gender-­‐orientated	   programs	   are	   added	   to	   the	   loans	   and	  
saving-­‐groups.	   According	   to	   our	   interviewees,	   such	   an	   assumption	   is	   confirmed	   based	   on	   their	  
practical	   experiences.	   They	  both	  argue	   that	   credit	   in	   itself	   cannot	   foster	  holistic	   empowerment.	  
Therefore,	  since	  specific	  training	  and	  gender-­‐orientated	  programs	  are	  incorporated	  in	  the	  program	  
of	  WAWCAS	  International,	  this	  program	  may	  be	  more	  likely	  to	   induce	  empowerment	  of	  women.	  
However,	  again,	   important	  aspects	  are	  still	   left	  out	   in	  both	  programs,	  and	  the	  empowerment	  of	  
women	   might	   therefore	   only	   be	   partial.	   The	   fact	   that	   such	   schemes	   do	   not	   consider	   the	  
institutional	   environment	   and	   hence	   do	   not	   address	   the	   structural	   causes	   for	   gender	   inequality	  
fully,	  among	  a	  number	  of	  different	  other	  aspects,	  are	  some	  of	  the	  main	  critics	  of	  microcredit	  for	  
not	   being	   a	  magic	   bullet	   in	   the	   development	   industry.	   It	   ignores	   issues	   of	   power	   relations,	   the	  
need	   for	   structural	   changes,	   political	   reforms	   and	   a	   decrease	   in	   inequality	   in	   the	   societies	   it	  
operates	  within	  (Nooteboom	  and	  Rutten,	  2012:116).	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6 Concluding	  reflections	  
The	   study	   sought	   to	  assess	   the	  extent	   to	  which	   the	  provision	  of	  microcredit	   services	  empowers	  
women.	  In	  this	  chapter,	  we	  seek	  to	  draw	  a	  conclusion	  based	  on	  the	  findings	  from	  our	  research	  process	  and	  
study	  of	  CARE	  Denmark	  and	  WAWCAS	  International.	  	  
The	   evidence	   shows	   that	   access	   to	   microcredit	   services	   have	   some	   implications	   on	   women’s	  
economic	  empowerment	  in	  view	  of	  the	  fact	  that	  it	  avails	  them	  skills,	  capabilities,	  credit	  and	  other	  
resources,	  which	  they	  can	   invest	   in	   income	  generating	  activities	  hence	   lead	  to	  self-­‐employment.	  
Also,	  the	  microcredit	  groups	  (cooperatives)	  provide	  the	  women	  with	  a	  network	  of	  social	  support,	  
which	  they	  ‘fall	  on’	  in	  times	  of	  crisis.	  
In	   contrast	   to	   the	   critique	   that	   microcredit	   puts	   women	   in	   a	   cycle	   of	   indebtedness,	   this	   study	  
found	  that	  this	  is	  not	  a	  problem	  of	  microcredit	  per	  se,	  but	  rather	  the	  focus	  of	  the	  particular	  type	  of	  
scheme	  –	  whether	   for	  profit	   or	  not	  –	   is	   the	  determinant	   factor.	   This	   is	  because	   the	  problem	  of	  
indebtedness	  mainly	  arise	  from	  factors	  like	  little	  evaluation	  of	  borrowers’	  ability	  to	  pay,	  pushing	  of	  
loans	  without	  a	  flexible	  framework	  for	  repayment,	  no	  requirement	  that	   loans	  are	  being	  used	  for	  
income	  generation	  or	  no	  critical	  evaluation	  of	  purpose	  of	  loan	  acquisition	  in	  general,	  and	  resort	  to	  
abusive	   loan	   collection	   practices,	   which	   make	   overwhelmed	   loan	   takers	   resort	   to	   multiple	  
borrowing	  to	  meet	  repayment.	  
However,	  the	  findings	  point	  out	  to	  a	  large	  extent	  that	  these	  problems	  noted	  above	  mainly	  do	  not	  
manifest	   in	   the	   case	   of	   non-­‐profit	   schemes	   but	   may	   be	   more	   associated	   with	   for	   profit	   ones,	  
whose	   business	   orientation	   requires	   a	   higher	   rate	   of	   disbursement	   of	   loans	   coupled	   with	   high	  
interest	  rates.	  This	  is	  based	  on	  the	  view	  that	  the	  more	  loans	  disbursed,	  the	  higher	  the	  margins	  of	  
returns	  –	  profit.	  
This	   study	   also	   established	   that	   economic	   empowerment	   does	   not	   resolve	   the	   structural	  
constraints	  rooted	  in	  conventions,	  norms	  and	  traditions	  at	  the	  household	  and	  community	   levels,	  
hence	  limiting	  its	  cascading	  potential	  to	  foster	  other	  dimensions	  of	  empowerment	  as	  portrayed	  by	  
microcredit’s	  theory	  of	  change.	  Thus,	  for	  instance	  whilst	  increased	  income	  in	  the	  household	  gives	  
women	   a	   voice	   in	   deciding	   on	   their	   use,	   this	   does	   not	   resolve	   the	   problem	  of	  men’s	   insecurity	  
related	   to	   their	   ‘traditional’	   roles	   as	   primary	   income	   earners	   and	   chief	   decision	   makers	   which	  
become	  exacerbated	  by	  women’s	   increased	   income	  and	  voices	   in	   the	  household.	  Also	  access	   to	  
microcredit	   services	  may	  be	  able	   to	  address	  gender	   inequalities.	  However,	   the	   less	  clarity	  on	   its	  
ability	   to	   reach	   out	   to	   the	   bottom	   –	   the	   poorest	   of	   the	   poor	   (mainly	  women),	   the	   sufferers	   of	  
society’s	  deep	  seated	  inequalities	  effectively	  questions	  this	  potential.	  	  
But	  this	   is	  not	  to	  say	  that	  microcredit	  does	  not	  benefit	  the	  poorest	  of	  the	  poor	  in	  other	  ways.	  In	  
the	  analysis	  of	  microcredit	  and	  women’s	  participation	  in	  the	  economic	  and	  political	  processes	  of	  
their	   societies,	   it	   was	   found	   that	   state	   and	   development	   institutions	   in	   some	   countries	   use	  
microcredit	  groups	  as	  the	  entry	  points	  in	  providing	  social	  goods	  and	  infrastructure	  –	  communities	  
with	   such	   identifiable	   groups	   are	   likely	   to	   catch	   the	   eyes	   of	   policy	   makers	   and	   development	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institutions.	  The	  benefits	  of	  such	  social	  goods	  and	  infrastructure	  are	  appropriable	  by	  not	  only	  the	  
microcredit	  women,	  who	  form	  the	  catalyst	  groups,	  but	  also	  and	  most	  importantly	  the	  poorest	  of	  
the	  poor	  and	  even	  (poor)	  men	  who	  might	  not	  gain	  inclusion	  into	  the	  group.	  This	  will	  mean	  that	  for	  
microcredit	  to	  be	  able	  to	  address	  structural	  and	  systemic	  issues	  it	  needs	  to	  be	  designed	  to	  interact	  
with	  local	  traditional	  ideas,	  institutions,	  actors	  including	  men,	  national	  and	  other	  institutions,	  and	  
other	   development	   programs.	   The	   depicting	   of	   microcredit	   as	   the	   magical	   bullet,	   almightily	  
designed	   to	   exclusively	   address	   all	   dimensions	   of	  women’s	   problems	   cannot	  work	   that	  much	   –	  
after	  all	  women	  are	  part	  of	   the	   larger	   socio-­‐cultural,	  economic	  and	  political	  processes	  and	   their	  
need	   should	   be	   seen	   in	   the	   light	   of	   such	   broad	   terms	   and	   not	   only	   in	   terms	   of	   economic	  
empowerment,	  which	  might	  only	   address	   the	   temporal	   issues	  and	  not	   the	  entrenched	   systemic	  
barriers.	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